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Alexander and the Persian Cosmopolis, 1000-1500 
Owen Cornwall 
 
The Alexander romance—a heroic narrative loosely based on the life of 
Alexander the Great—was one of the most widely copied texts throughout 
premodern Europe and the Islamic world. In premodern Persian histories and 
literature, Alexander was an archetypal Persian king, who conquered the world 
and united "East and West."  Four Persian Alexander epics were composed 
between 1000 and 1500 CE by some of the most famous authors of the Persian 
literary tradition: Firdausi (d.1020), Nizami (d.1209), Amir Khusrau (d.1325) and 
Jami (d.1492).  Despite the importance of these epics to premodern Persian 
literature, this dissertation is the first monograph in any European language to 
compare all four canonical versions of the Persian Alexander epic in depth.  My 
analysis focuses on the ways in which Persian Alexander epic tradition provides 
insight into the development of the Persian cosmopolis, a trans-regional cultural 
phenomenon extending from the Balkans to the Bay of Bengal.  
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In modern Iran, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, the Shāh-nāma (The Persian Book of 
Kings) (1010 CE) is revered as a national epic, the story that most fully articulates the 
shared history of the Persian people and their ancient heritage.  But before the 
nineteenth century and the ruptures wrought by European colonialism in the Middle 
East and South Asia, the Shāh-nāma had a much larger and more diverse readership in 
a massive geographical area covering the Balkans, Anatolia, Iraq, the Iranian plateau, 
Central Asia, Kashmir, the Punjab, North India, the Deccan, the Bay of Bengal, and 
parts of the Malay peninsula. In these places, among dozens of religions and ethnicities, 
educated denizens shared a common language, Persian, and an imagination of Persian 
Empire based on models in the Shāh-nāma.   
Histories of premodern Persian language are scattered with workable categories 
for its quasi-universal status: lingua franca1, koiné2, pidgin3, and passe partout,4 come 
to mind.  Other categories defining the cultural space shaped by Persian have had some 
success in academic writing: Persophonie5, the Persianate world,6 the Iranian world, 
Turko-Persia,7 and Turko-Iranian world. Part of the problem with these categories is 
that each works, but not everywhere and not all the time. More importantly, none of 
them gives a sense of Persian literature's unique position in the imagination of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Arjomand 2008, 2. 
 
2 Chelkowski 1975, 19;  Spooner and Hanaway 2012.   
 
3 Spooner and Hanaway 2012, 411.  
 
4 Pello 2014.   
 
5 Paul 2002; Canfield 1992.  My thanks to James Pickett for referring me to Canfield 1992. 
 
6 Spooner, Hanaway, et al. 2012.  
 
7 Canfield 1992.   
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Islamicate empire as well as the central position of Persian literary forms in the 
development of vernacular literatures in the Islamicate world.  A flexible term is needed 
that captures the grand breadth of the phenomenon without necessarily assuming its 
depth.  Recently, some scholars have taken Sheldon Pollock's term, the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis, and posited a corollary, the Persian cosmopolis—a concept that this study 
takes up and develops.8   
Pollock's Sanskrit cosmopolis powerfully challenges modern historical narratives 
that yoke the spread of Sanskrit to vectors of race, religion, caste, or conquest.  Instead, 
for the first millenium CE, Sanskrit literature was produced and enjoyed by a range of 
religions and ethnicities, providing a model of political power in the Sanskrit epics of 
the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa that extended from polities in Gandhāra (modern 
day Afghanistan and Central Asia) through South and South-East Asia.  No silver bullet 
explanation has been found for such a large and complex historical phenomenon as the 
spread of Sanskrit.  But two things are clear: conquest and race had almost nothing to 
do with it.  And equally importantly, imaginative literature had a lot to do with it.  
The view of the Persian cosmopolis from India, the epicenter of the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis, productively disrupts area studies divisions between the Middle East and 
South Asia, creating space for substantial revisions in the history of Persian literature.  
American universities teach New Persian almost exclusively within Middle Eastern area 
studies programs, fostering an institutional bias that precludes serious investigation of 
the connections between Iranian and South Asian literary cultures. 9   But in the 
medieval and early modern periods, India was a vital region of the Persian cosmopolis.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Pollock 2006; Eaton and Wagoner 2014, 22; Eaton 2013; Alam 2013, 182.  
 
9 Arjomand 2008, 2. 
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The view from South Asia has much to contribute to our understanding of Persian 
literary culture.   
The dominance of the Middle East paradigm has led to a palpable Arabo-centrism 
in the modern study of Persian literature—and to some extent with reason.  In the ninth 
century, New Persian was created in a process of profound engagement with Arabic.  
Though grammatically an Indo-European language, New Persian (henceforth, Persian) 
adopted a large amount of Arabic vocabulary and literary forms, including Arabic script 
with a few modifications.  But the study of Persian as "the second language of Islam" 
has led to a number of distortions that this study takes some steps towards correcting. 
Viewed from the perspective of Arabic literature, the epic tradition of the Shāh-nāma 
seems like an inexplicable aberation, without any obvious analogue in the Arabic 
literary corpus.  But viewed from the Sanskrit cosmopolis, the Shāh-nāma fits into a 
larger cultural pattern of political universes defined by epics such as the Mahābhārata 
and the Rāmāyaṇa. 
  This study is not, of course, a comprehensive comparison of the Sanskrit and 
Persian cosmopoleis, though certain specific comparisons offer substantial revisions to 
the history of Persian literature.  Rather, this study investigates how participants in the 
Persian cosmopolis imagined themselves to be connected.  The author of the Shāh-
nāma, Firdausī (d.1042), depicted Alexander the Great (Iskandar) as a legitimate 
Persian king, who conquered the world and brought its diverse population into a single 
polity.  In describing Alexander's various conquests and travels, Firdausī's epic depicted 
the farthest reaches of the Persian Empire as well as a nearly encyclopedic index of the 
people within it.  In the five centuries after Firdausī, three more canonical Persian epics 
about Alexander were composed, each of which spoke not only to its particular time and 
place, but also to the ways in which the Persian cosmopolis achieved its trans-regional 
quasi-universality.   
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King, Prophet, or Both? 
The barest possible facts of Alexander's life are extraordinary.  Born in 356 BCE to 
Olympias of Epirus and Philip II of Macedon, Alexander was tutored by the philosopher 
Aristotle until the age of sixteen. In his twenties, he led his army on an extraordinary 
series of conquests, defeating every major empire from the Mediterranean to north 
India—almost the geographical extent of the Persian cosmopolis at its peak two 
millennia later.   
But from Antiquity to modernity, Alexander lived a second life as as the legendary 
hero of the Alexander romance, a text composed sometime in the third-century CE that 
quickly spread throughout many languages of the Mediterranean and ancient Near 
East.  The Alexander romance combined several ancient Near Eastern narratives about 
an all-knowing, world-exploring king in search of the Water of Life.10  Around 950 CE, 
the Persian epics incorporated the Alexander romance as the story of a Persian king, 
Iskandar, sparking a controversy that has lasted until today.   
For those familiar with the history of Alexander, it is surprising, even shocking, 
that Persian poets came to hail Alexander as one of its greatest heroes. Through Late 
Antiquity, Middle Persian texts called Alexander the "accursed one" for destroying 
Persepolis nearly a millennium previously.11  During the revelation and canonization of 
the Qur'an in the seventh century, however, stories from the Alexander romance were 
drawn upon to describe a character, "Two Horns" (Dhū al-Qarnain), who explored the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Stoneman 2008.   
 
11 To explain why the historical memory of Alexander's conquest of Persia would continue to elicit 
so much vitriol (by the seventh century, it was nearly a thousand years since Alexander had 
lived), some scholars have noted how Roman emperors like Heraclius continued to carry the 
mantle of Alexander in their struggles with the Sassanian Persian Empire, thereby rekindling 
the memory of Alexander's evil deeds in the Persian historical imagination. See Van Bladel 
2009. 
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entire world, for “[God] gave unto him a path to everything” (Q18:84) as he journeyed 
to "where the sun sets" (Q18:86).  On his journey, Two Horns encountered a community 
terrorized by the monstrous Gog and Magog (A. ya'jūj wa ma'jūj).  The community 
pleaded with Two Horns to stop the monsters, and so he constructed an iron rampart 
between two mountains, retaining Gog and Magog until Judgment Day.   
The messianic implications of these passages in the Qur'an dovetailed with the 
theological justification of Perso-Islamicate empire.  In much the same way as Christian 
theologians perceived the Roman Empire as the necessary political vehicle to spread the 
message of Christ to the world, Muslim theologians perceived the Persian Empire as the 
necessary political vehicle to spread the message of Muhammad.12  As an archetypal 
Persian king, Alexander attained a quasi-saintly status in Islam.   
And yet, the historical identity of the figure Two Horns has been puzzling for 
medieval and modern Qu'ranic exegetes alike. 13   Some medieval commentators 
identified him as a Yemeni king.14  Some twentieth-century commentators identified 
him with Cyrus the Great.15  But in premodern Islamic folk history and epic, Two Horns 
was most widely identified as Alexander. 
When Persians converted to Islam en masse, Alexander's status in Persia began to 
shift.  In the ninth century, with the switch from Middle Persian writing systems to New 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 I borrow this analogy from Michael Barry in his Oct. 12, 2005 lecture on South Asian Islam at 
Princeton University;  Patricia Crone suggests that Arab philosophers of the “perfect city” such 
as al-Fārābī (d.950) borrowed from the Christianized ideal of the Platonic philosopher-king 
found in Emperor Justinian arguing that this would account for the emphasis on prophecy in 
the Arabic version of the Platonic philosopher-king. See Crone 2004, 194;  The ideals of Persian 
kingship became controversial amongst the clerical class.  The Indian scholar Barani (d.1357 
CE) argued that Persian kingship re-enforced certain social hierarchies that were antithetical to 
the central tenets of Islam. See Alam 2003, 36. 
 
13 Yousuf Ali 2005. 
  
14 See Chapter One. 
 
15 Yousuf Ali 2005. 
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Persian (so called because of its new Arabic script, new Arabic vocabulary, and modified 
grammar), Alexander went from "zero to hero" so to speak, that is, from "accursed" in 
Middle Persian (kujastak16) to "blessed" in New Persian (khujasta).17  During this 
period, Arabic histories began recording that the "people of Persia" (ahl al-fārs) were 
claiming that Alexander was a secret son of Darius I and therefore a legitimate Persian 
king.18  Though the Persian epic tradition largely assumed Two Horns was Alexander, 
the identity of Two Horns continued to be debated outside the realm of epic Persian 
literature.  
Critiques of Alexander's identification as a Persian king and prophet of Islam 
percolated within the Arabic and Persian literay traditions. Persian prose Alexander 
romances—crucially distinct from the verse epic tradition—tended to take a more 
ambivalent view of Alexander, sometimes admiring his military accomplishments and 
sometimes condemning him as an unchivalrous coward who recklessly destroyed 
ancient Persia.  One modern scholar has argued that the latter negative opinion of 
Alexander stems from dissimulated Zoroastrian communities who nurtured a 
simmering hatred over hundreds of years for his destruction of Persepolis.19  In any 
case, it is difficult to measure how widely the oral traditions of the Persian Alexander 
romance circulated, or how widely the historical critiques of his identity disseminated.  
Generally speaking, however, the derogatory depictions of Alexander did little to 
dampen the enthusiasm for epics about him in the premodern Persian cosmopolis.  
Such tensions between the history of Alexander's life and the stories about him in epic 
verse are productively studied as historical facts of "culture-power," a term coined by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 "Gizistag” is an alternate transliteration.  See Wieshöfer 2011, 124. 
 
18 See Chapter One.   
 
19 Gaillard 2009. 
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Pollock to emphasize the power that culture (as a force of practice, imagination, and 
narrative) has in the world.   
 
Culture-Power and the Cosmopolis 
The historical Alexander was a master of culture-power.  Plutarch explained that 
when Alexander conquered Persia, he adopted "a compromise between Persian and 
Median costume," brought Persian generals into his army, and encouraged his generals 
to intermarry with the Persian population.  Plutarch was not sure whether Alexander 
did this "because he understood that the sharing of race and customs is a great step 
towards softening men's hearts...[or as] an experiment, which was aimed at the 
obeisance of the Macedonians."20  Despite Plutarch's unreliability as a narrator (he was 
writing, after all, four centuries after Alexander), he nevertheless outlined the cultural 
techniques that could be deployed by any ambitious cosmocrator.21   
Plutarch's skepticism about Alexander's motives suggests an interpretive fault-line 
that has not yet been resolved: did Alexander intend to manufacture a syncretic culture 
to create world peace through a cosmopolis?  Or did he cynically manipulate the hearts 
and minds of his naïve subjects to further his personal ambitions?22  Or both?  In 
Alexander's cosmopolitanism the utopian fantasy of world peace comes attached with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Plutarch 45.1-2. Perrin 1919, 355: "From this point he advanced into Parthia, and it was here 
during a pause in the campaign that he first began to wear barbarian dress.  He may have done 
this from a desire to adapt himself to local habits, because he understood that the sharing of 
race and of customs is a great step towards softening men’s hearts.  Alternatively, this may have 
been an experiment which was aimed at introducing obeisance among the Macedonians, the 
first stage being to accustom them to accepting changes in his own dress and way of life.  
However he did not go so far as to adopt the Median costume, which was altogether barbaric 
and outlandish, and he wore neither trousers, nor a sleeved vest, nor a tiara.  Instead he adopted 
a style which was a compromise between Persian and Median costume, more modest than the 
first, and more stately than the second." 
 
21 I borrow the term "cultural techniques" from Siegert 2015.   
 
22 Worthington 1999, 39-55. 
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the dystopian maximization of imperial force.  But Alexander's bald imperial ambitions 
did not go unremarked or unchecked.  
Diogenes the Cynic (4th century BCE) famously declared himself a "citizen of the 
world" (kosmopolitês), with a hint of mischief, for he was seeking to avoid required 
service to his hometown.  Diogenes's comments can be taken as a resistance to local 
governance, a sign of the times in which larger Panhellenic political formations were 
afoot.  And yet, according to Plutarch, Diogenes disdained Alexander's power. When 
Alexander was assigned the leadership of the expedition against Persia, many 
politicians and philosophers came to congratulate him—but not Diogenes.  So 
Alexander went to see the recalcitrant philosopher, who was lying in the grass enjoying 
the day.  When the conqueror asked if the philosopher needed anything, Diogenes 
replied, "Stand a little out of my sun."  Alexander laughed.  But as he walked away, he 
said to his followers, "Indeed, if I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes."23 This tale 
of encounter between king and philosopher was one of the most discussed philosophical 
anecdotes of the premodern world and continues to inspire interpretation.  For the 
purposes of this study, Alexander and Diogenes not only serve as heuristics for 
understanding the different ways that cosmopolitanism can be inflected by power, they 
also serve as bellweathers for the extent to which "cosmopolitanism" can mean very 
different things.  
Cosmopolitanism is a shape-shifting object, even more slippery in its adjectival 
form. Cosmopolitanism, the cosmopolitan and the cosmopolis are used as technical 
terms in different disciplinary fields and can therefore cause confusion amongst 
specialists and non-specialists alike.  Cosmopolitanism is a political philosophy that 
advocates for the formation of a single polity including all the people of the world.  And 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Summarized from Plutarch, trans. Perrin 1919, 259.   
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yet, cosmopolitanism is difficult to locate in history.24 There are many different varieties 
and degrees of cosmopolitanism.  For example, it is unclear whether Diogenes had any 
such distinct political philosophy in mind when he made his famous utterance.  And 
Diogenes' remarks have only the most attenuated connection to something like the 
cosmopolitanism of the eighteenth-century philosopher, Immanuel Kant, who 
envisioned a utopia as the political telos of global history. 
Despite the relatively large amount of recent scholarship on "Muslim 
cosmopolitanism," few scholars actually agree on what they seek.  For the premodern 
Islamicate world, either there were no political philosophical treatises that discuss 
cosmopolitanism as an explicit political philosophy, or no one has yet discovered and 
studied them as such.  Instead, scholars have found myriad sites of cosmopolitanism as 
de facto examples of cosmopolitan practices (e.g. travel literature, synchretistic legal 
systems, pilgrimmage), some of which are plausible, if not exactly falsifiable.25  That is, 
like beauty, cosmopolitanism is often in the eye of the beholder.   
One of the ways to provide a firmer empirical grounding for future analysis of 
Muslim cosmopolitanism is to come to terms with the most important imagination of a 
cosmopolis in the Islamic world: Alexander's empire in Persian epic.  But this should 
not be taken to mean that cosmopolitanism can only exist in some kind of essentially 
"Western" form through Alexander's cosmopolis.  Rather, it should be taken to 
challenge the utility of assumptions about Alexander's exclusively "Western" 
provenance, or even, more broaldy, the utility of the term "Western" at all in this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Brock 2011.  
 
25 Euben 2013 is a thoughtful review of the literature on "Muslim cosmopolitanism," but does 
not do much to resolve the problem of evidence in identifying cosmopolitanism; see also  
Lawrence 2014 for the same problem.   
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context.  For models of the cosmopolis that challenge Euro-centric assumptions of 
cosmopolitanism, we do well to look at Pollock's description of Sanskrit.   
Pollock's theory of the cosmopolis puts to rest many of the frustrations one feels in 
trying to place their finger on an ethic of placelessness.  Pollock complements Benedict 
Anderson's theory of  "imagined communities," which charts the rise of European-style 
nationalism alongside the nineteenth-century rise of the novel and print capitalism.  
For Anderson, the market for novels created a powerful imagination of a community 
that conceived of itself as a nation (in his specific case study, the Philippines), despite 
both the linguistic boundaries of myriad languages and the geographical boundaries 
inherent in the enormous archipelago.26  In contrast, Pollock investigates how Sanskrit 
language and culture produced a premodern, precapitalist literary community through 
Sanskrit grammar and poetry, including the epic imagination of the Mahābhārata and 
the Rāmāyaṇa.  Broadly speaking, Pollock explores the connections between Sanskrit 
poetry (kāvya) and kingship (rājya) during what he majestically calls the 
"cosmopolitan millennium" (the first millennium CE) with the predominance of inter-
regional languages such as Sanskrit and Latin, and the vernacular millennium (the 
second millennium CE) with the rise of "languages of place."  
Pollock uses the adjective, cosmopolitan, in a technical literary sense that is 
refreshingly demonstrable.  In his work, he identifies two watershed moments in the 
history of Sanskrit, the moment of literization (the first instance of writing) and the 
moment of literarization (the first instance of unmistakably literary language).  In 
Pollock's schema, cosmopolitan languages provide the literary forms of "superposition" 
over vernacular languages when they undergo literarization.  Literarization was not 
something that happened naturally, but happened as a language choice, often against 
stiff resistance.  Poets often had to struggle to defend their choice to produce vernacular 
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literature in the face of expectations generated by veneration for cosmopolitan literary 
languages.  But where does Persian (or more precisely, New Persian) fit into this 
schema?  Although Persian borrowed many literary forms from Arabic, therefore 
appearing to be "vernacular" in this schema, there were certain literary forms that it 
developed, namely the Shāh-nāma and its variants, which functioned as touchstones in 
the production of a number of vernacular literary cultures such as Turkish, Malay, 
Urdu, and Bengali.   In this technical literary sense, then, Persian was a cosmopolitan 
language by definition.  
Pollock's theorization of the cosmopolis is remarkably complex and there remains 
a good deal in his thought system that has not yet been elicited in the recent discussions 
of the Persian cosmopolis.  The main propent of the Persian cosmopolis, the eminent 
historian Richard Eaton, has devoted almost no space to the analysis of Persian 
literature, a lacuna that is conspicuous in light of the fact that literature and literary 
language are at the very center of Pollock's model (to which Eaton explicitly responds) 
and premodern Persian has a massive literary corpus of imaginative literature available 
for analysis.  The result is that the centrality of the Shāh-nāma (including the Persian 
Alexander epic cycle) has not yet been factored into an account of the Persian 
cosmopolis.  As a corrective, this study takes the composition of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma 
to be the founding act of the Persian cosmopolis, providing the start date at roughly 
1000.  
In premodern Islam, Alexander's Persian Empire was the primary model for 
cosmopolitan empire and the only political formation to have connected India, China, 
Iran, Arabia, Byzantium and Greece.  A number of figures were remembered as Perisan 
"world-conquerers" in a vague metaphorical sense,27 but Alexander was the only figure 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 See Chapter One.   
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whose narrative included detailed descriptions of the regions he conquered and the 
cultural techniques he deployed for maintaining control and distributing justice.  
Primary is emphasized because of the tendency in contemporary scholarship to relegate 
Persian to the status of “second classical language” of medieval Islam.28  The motivation 
for this argument does not arise out of Persian chauvinism, but rather out of a critical 
re-appraisal of premodern Islamic literature in the face of the encrusted Arabo-centrism 
of Islamic studies. By looking at how the imagination of empire was catalogued in the 
Persian epic, we come to terms with the relationship between epic and empire in the 
premodern Islamicate world.29  And since the Persian Alexander epic cycle was a 
sustained meditation on Alexander's cosmopolis as a Persian Empire, they help us 
understand what made the Persian cosmopolis a trans-regional cultural realm and the 
ways in which people imagined themselves to be connected within the Persian 
cosmopolis.     
Whereas the medieval European Alexander romance traditions were about 
faraway places, the Persian Alexander epics were about home and the process of making 
home into the world.  Many of the cities Alexander founded were located in the Persian 
cosmopolis.  Alexander's journeys, therefore, had immediate referents and political 
consequences.  For medieval European readers, Alexander's encounters with Brahmins 
in India would have seemed impossibly far away.  In medieval Delhi, on the other hand, 
Muslim rulers encountered Brahmins every day.  And such everyday occurrences had 
political consequences.  Alexander's conquest of India made Delhi a political irredenta 
in the Persian cosmopolis.  As a result, Alexander's conquests were repeatedly used to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 For an articulation of this common view, see Chew 2013, 98: "Persian would join Arabic as the 
second [emphasis added] major classical language of Islamic civilization, especially in central 
Asia and Muslim India."  
 
29 For a study of the connections between epic and empire for the Latinate world, see Quint 1993.     
 
	   13	  
justify invasion, even when the reigning powers in the region were themselves 
Muslim.30    
It may even be—to re-phrase Benjamin's famous statement on civilization and 
barbarism—there is no document of cosmopolitanism that is not at the same time a 
document of provincialism.  That is, it is necessary to understand the regional and 
trans-regional as co-produced.  Each Persian Alexander epic speaks to a different set of 
cultural techniques of universality that are framed by the author's historical moment 
and geographical location.  Maintaining this tension allows for a history of the Persian 
cosmopolis as an open field, necessarily contextualized according to time and place.  
And yet, as the sum of these regional concerns, premodern Persian literary cultures 
maintained a remarkable coherent and consistent cultural realm.  
 
Epics and Literary Theory, Medieval and Modern  
This study has limited its scope to the corpus of the four canonical Persian 
Alexander epics composed by Firdausī (940-1020 CE), Niżāmī (1141-1209 CE), Amīr 
Khusrau (1253-1325 CE), and Jāmī (1414-1492 CE).  Nevertheless, this is a fairly large 
corpus, consisting of over twenty thousand lines of often-complicated verse, which may 
contribute to the fact that is the first monograph in any European language to treat all 
four of these epics together as a single object of analysis.31 Another possible factor for 
their neglect is that scholarship has long blurred the distinction between the Persian 
epic and Persian romance traditions. 32   That is, scholarship has not previously 
understood that these four narratives distinguished themselves from other narratives 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 See Chapter Three.  
 
31 The most comprehensive scholarly Persian monograph on the topic is Ṣafavī 1985. 
 
32 Sharma 2002, 113. 
 
	   14	  
about Alexander found in either prose romances or historical chronicles.  But in many 
ways, the authors of the Persian Alexander epics were consciously trying to reinforce the 
genre expectations of their readers.  When Niżāmī, Amīr Khusrau, and Jāmī wrote their 
versions of Five Treasures in response to Firdausī's epic, they employed Firdausī's 
mutaqārib meter, a critical distinction of the epic genre.33  Used cautiously, the genre 
distinctions between the Persian Alexander epic and romance provide valuable tools for 
distinguishing two profoundly different discourses and historical memories of 
Alexander. 
The Persian Alexander epics differ from the Persian Alexander romances in terms 
of style, theme, reception, and scale of manuscript production.  It could be argued that 
all Alexander narratives (including epics, romances, written and oral) were of the same 
genre system, because they were ostensibly about the same person and had overlapping 
subject matter.34   But in Persian the two genres treated their subject so differently as to 
yield at least two widely different sets of Alexanders.  While the Persian epics depict 
Alexander as supremely virtuous, the Persian romances often depict him as an 
unchivalrous buffoon.35   
The scales of the circulation and production between the epics and romances were 
also massively different.  The epics were copied in thousands of manuscripts, often 
lavishly illustrated.36  The Persian Alexander romances, on the other hand, remain only 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Though Jāmī wrote seven maṡnawīs for his Haft Aurang (Seven Thrones), he considered it a 
panja (Five Treasures) after the style of Niżāmī, see Chapter Four.   
 
34 Khan 2013, 36-64. 
 
35 See Chapter Two.  
 
36 For a catalogue of Firdausī manuscripts, see The Cambridge Shahnameh project on-line, which 
lists 1,661 manuscripts, over 300 of which are illustrated; For a catalogue of Niżāmī 
manuscripts, see Storey and de Blois 1994; For a catalogue of illustrated manuscripts of Amīr 
Khusrau's Alexander epics, see Seyller 2000 Appendix B, which lists 178 illustrated 
manuscripts;  For an account of the literary succes of Jāmī's text, see Richard 2003.   
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in a handful of manuscript copies.37  Though the Persian Alexander romances seem to 
have been recited regularly, it is difficult to discern where, when and how widely such 
recitations took place.  As mentioned above, they may even be the product of a small 
minority religious community that maintained historical memories of animosity 
towards Alexander. Preservation practices may have selected for manuscripts with more 
exchange value, but at the very least this enormous difference in scale and exchange 
value invites further study.  
How important is it to understand how literature was theorized in the past?  In 
New Persian and Sanskrit, literature was not reducible to everyday speech, but rather 
was language marked by a "genre code," Derrida's term for “the identifiable recurrence 
of a common trait by which one recognizes, or should recognize, membership in a 
class."38  In the Persian cosmopolis, poetic meter and rhyme distinguished poetry as 
something with literary aspirations to greatness (bulandī).39  One eleventh-century 
Persian treatise described poetry as kingship (shāhī) and prose as the flock of royal 
subjects (raʿiyyat). 40   Persian literature maintained a mysterious distance from 
everyday speech that added to its powers of enchantment, making "reality seem more 
real—more complex and more beautiful—as evinced by its literary idiom and style."41 
Whereas premodern theories about literature can significantly aid modern readings of 
premodern literature, lacunae in premodern theories can also provide openings for 
modern revisions.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Ṣafā 1965.   
 
38 Derrida 1980, 57; cited in Khan 2013, 37.  For an excellent discussion of how the concept of 
"genre code" applies to Islamicate literary cultures, see Khan 2013, 37-64.  
 
39 See Chapter Two.   
 
40 Qābūs-nāma.  For more discussion of the importance of meter, see Chapter One and Two.   
 
41 Pollock 1998a, 13; for related arguments about the history of the imagination in South India, 
see also Shulman 2012.   
 
	   16	  
Premodern Arabic and Persian poetics did not account, by and large, for the 
literary particularities of the Persian cosmopolis, such as epic and allegory.  In some 
cases this led to conceptual lacunae and silences within the tradition.  For example, the 
modern translation of the term "epic" in Persian (ḥamāsa) is a twentieth-century 
coinage that borrows an Arabic word for a genre that hardly resembles its Persian 
counterpart at all.42  In the twelfth century, the Arabic literary theorist Ibn al-Athīr 
claimed that Firdausī's Shāh-nāma was the "Qur'ān of the [Persian] people," (Qur'ān al-
qaum) an unfathomable statement for anything besides the Qur'an in the Arabic 
cosmopolis.43  
A similar problem arises with sub-genres of those epics that were structured on 
allegorical frameworks.  Though allegory had been theorized in Arabic, it had never 
been applied on an epic scale until Persian authors developed the form in the twelfth 
century.  Persian poets in the twelfth century, therefore, relied on general terms such as 
a "new structure" (tartīb-i nau) for discussing their innovations.44  Despite the inchoate 
theorization of the form, these innovations had large consequences for re-thinking the 
figure of Alexander.   
Categorical distinctions of the  "epic" need not assume a hegemonic force across 
cultures, if used descriptively rather than prescriptively.  Dan Ben-Amos, a folklore 
specialist, has a laudable rough and ready definition of epic as "maximal narration in a 
particular society," a sensible and broadly applicable theory.45  For the premodern 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 See Chapter One.   
 
43 See Chapter One.   
 
44 See Chapter Two.   
 
45 Ben-Amos 1976, 279: "Each culture has an implicit range of storytelling possibilities that span 
from the minimal to the maximal unit of narration...The study of epic performances in Africa is 
an exploration into the cultural variables of maximal narration, searching the outer limits of 
narrative possibilties that are culturally acceptable...Societies may vary in the maximal 
narrations in forms and themes.  Texts may be prose or poetry." 
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Persian cosmopolis, however, it is important to consider the context-specific definitions 
of maximal narration.   
The same scholar of folklore has also argued that studies of epic tradition have 
over-emphasized "hair-splitting" taxonomies of genre, by claiming that defining epic as  
written text disenfranchises oral traditions as inauthentic and unworthy of study.46  
Certainly, genre definitions are fluid.  And oral epics are no less dignified than written 
epics. But in the Persian cosmopolis, oral and written traditions were not the same.47  
There is overwhelming evidence that literary devices such as rhyme and meter were 
more highly valued for their artistic heights than prose versions of the same stories—a 
state of affairs that begins to explain the enormous disparity in manuscript 
production.48  Before Firdausī composed the Shāh-nāma in verse, prose versions of the 
text circulated.49  But no original versions of these texts remain.50 Firdausī's Shāh-
nāma was written in the maṡnawī meter and rhyme scheme, akin to rhyming couplets.  
After Firdausī, not all maṡnawīs were Persian epics, but all Persian epics were 
maṡnawīs.   
 
The Persian Alexander Epics and Literary Innovation 
The Persian Alexander epics manufactured Alexander's universality through an 
array of cultural techniques: literary, philological, material, scientific, and some hybrids 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
46 Ben-Amos 1999. 
 
47 For the most rigorous investigations of the questions surrounding orality and textuality in 
the Iranian world, see Rubanovich 2015.   
 
48 See Chapter 2.   
 
49 See Chapter 1.   
 
50  An Arabic translation by al-Thaʿālibī (d.1039) of Abu Manṣūr "Maʿmarī"'s Shāh-nāma 
appears very similar narrative to Firdausī's, leading one prominent scholar to argue that 
Firdausī's main contribution was versification. See Omidsalar 2011, 63-65.   
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of these.51  Each chapter focuses on one canonical Persian Alexander epic to analyze how 
its formal innovations responded to—and themselves produced—new conditions for 
Alexander's universality and therefore the trans-regional culture-power of the Persian 
cosmopolis.    
The first Persian Alexander epic is found within the Shāh-nāma (The Persian 
Book of Kings) composed by Firdausī over much of his life and finally completed 
around 1010 CE.  The modern scholarly edition of the epic as a whole consists of eight 
volumes and over sixty thousand lines.52  Though the Alexander epic in the Shāh-nāma 
is only a fraction of the total—at roughly three thousand lines, it is about five percent of 
the text—it played an outsized role in establishing Alexander as a legitimate Persian 
king.  Stories about Alexander as a Persian king had been recorded in ninth- and tenth-
century Arabic histories, occasionally with the caveat that these were stories told by the 
"people of Persia" (ahl-i fārs), imputing an air of suspicion and contestability.  For 
instance, Alexander's identification as a Persian king was strongly contested by the 
famous polymath al-Berūnī (d.1048) in 998 CE, about twelve years before Firdausī's 
completion of the poem.53 By portraying Alexander as a secret son of the Persian king 
Darius I, however, Firdausī's Persian epic largely shut out such critiques and rendered 
self-evident Alexander's status as a legitimate Persian king.  
Sometimes great works of literature are so groundbreaking that they establish a 
new genre, previously unfathomable.  Such was the fate of Niżāmī's Khamsa (Five 
Treasures) (1194 CE), the first major response (jawāb) to Firdausī's Shāh-nāma.  The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 I borrow the terms "cultural techniques" from Siegert 2015, though I expand its usage into the 
field of literature.   
 
52 Rough numbers are used for the line counts, because historically different recensions of the text 
had different line counts. 
 
53 See Chapter one.   
 
	   19	  
Five Treasures were five tales in the maṡnawī (rhyming couplets) format.  It became so 
popular that a new sub-epic genre known as the Five Treasures came into being.  The 
first four stories were themselves well-known works.  But the fifth maṡnawī was 
Niżāmī's masterpiece, his Alexander epic, consisting of over ten thousand of the thirty 
thousand lines total for the Five Treasures.  The two Alexander epics discussed in 
Chapter Three and Chapter Four were composed in this sub-genre of Persian epic.   
Niżāmī greatly expanded the narrative from three thousand lines to over ten 
thousand and in the process radically re-imagined Alexander. For example, he insisted 
that Alexander was not the son of Darius I, but really the son of Philip of Macedon.  
After Niżāmī, no prominent Persian poet considered Alexander the secret son of Darius 
I.  Perhaps even more importantly, Niżāmī portrayed Alexander as a metaphorical 
everyman on an allegorical journey of the human soul, connecting him even more firmly 
to the story of Two Horns in the Qur'an.  
Niżāmī made a number of important formal literary innovations.  First of all, he 
composed an allegory of a Persian king in the epic meter of the Shāh-nāma, mutaqārib.  
None of the other tales in his Five Treasures used the epic meter.  In this sense, his 
Alexander epic (and thereby, Amīr Khusrau's and Jāmī's) was the most formally direct 
response to Firdausī's Shāh-nāma in all of Persian literature.  Another of Niżāmī's 
innovations was his epithet for Alexander, Ṣāḥib-Qirān (Lord of the Auspicious 
Conjunction), which he derived from Alexander's Arabic epithet Dhū al-Qarnain (Two 
Horns), since they are both derived from the Arabic root, qarn, to yoke.54  Niżāmī's 
epithet for Alexander became a wildly successful title for rulers throughout the medieval 
and early modern period, representing a large political change in the relationship 
between Sufi mystics and Persian kings.   
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Niżāmī grafted a new intellectual framework onto the epic genre.  In accordance 
with al-Fārābī's utopian treatise, al-Madīna al-fāḍila (The Virtuous City), a tenth-
century Arabic re-working of Plato's Republic, Alexander's character developed a tri-
partite universal perfection as a king, sage, and prophet.  His Persian work, despite its 
earlier referent in Arabic, was anything but derivative.  Although allegory in Arabic can 
be traced back to Ibn Sīna (aka, Avicenna) (d.1037), Ibn Sīna's work was maintained 
only in a single commentary and almost lost to history, whereas Niżāmī's work survives 
in hundreds of manuscripts, many of which are exquisitely illustrated with pigments 
derived from gemstones.55  
The Persian Alexander epics are eminently comparable.  They were even explicitly 
composed as technical literary responses (jawāb) to each other.  Niżāmī responded to 
Firdausī; Amīr Khusrau responded to both Firdausī and Niżāmī; and Jāmī responded to 
all three, as well as the Turkic Alexander epic of Nawā'ī.  Not only did the authors 
compare their texts, but readers compared them as well.  Chapter four discusses a 
poetic anthology in which two Timurid princes were said to have made a line-by-line 
comparison of the Five Treasures of Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau.  Even if the story is not 
true, it emphasizes the high value placed on literary comparison, for which there is 
much other evidence as well. 
Chapter three brings analyses of material culture (namely, the astrolabe and the 
Delhi-Topra Aśokan pillar) into conversation with literary studies of the Persian 
cosmopolis.56  Amīr Khusrau (d.1325) was a brilliant Indian poet and musician whose 
Persian Alexander epic reveals how intellectual control of the cosmos mediated the 
imagination of the polis in fourteenth-century north India.  Khusrau was fascinated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 For a catalogue of Niżāmī manuscripts, see Storey and de Blois 1994, 451-480; For a discussion 
of Ibn Sīna and allegory, see Chapter Two.   
 
56 See Chapter Four.   
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with the astrolabe, a medieval astronomical instrument that had many functions, 
including world navigation.  Amīr Khusrau discussed at length Alexander's inventions 
and tied them into a larger discussion about the ways in which artisanal craft had a 
universal benefit.  This was not a discourse that Khusrau himself innovated out of whole 
cloth, for it had certain conceptual parallels in the wonder literature (ʿajā'ib) of Qazwīnī 
(d.1283) and others, but it was something he theorized explicitly in reference to the 
astrolabe and Alexander's mirror, the eponymous object of his epic, Āīna-yi Iskandarī 
(The Mirror of Alexander) (1302).  Since the Persian Alexander was a world-traveller 
(jahān-gard) and a world-conqueror (jahān-dār), Amīr Khusrau's Alexander epic 
catalogued what was understood as most universally relevant for his time—that is, what 
travelled.57   
As a world-traveller (and something of a cultural chameleon), Alexander was a 
uniquely powerful cipher, or mirror, upon whom a variety of people could project their 
desires and identity. Literary descriptions of Alexander's death took on humanist and 
even cosmopolitan dimensions.  For example, in one story, Alexander encounters a 
utopian village living in perfect harmony.  Each citizen maintained the graves of their 
ancestors on their doorstep.  The reminder of imminent demise tempered their vices 
and made them sympathetic to their neighbors' common fate.58  The concept of death as 
a unifying force for humanity (bashar, ādam-nizhād) reached such a pitch that the last 
Persian Alexander epic studied in this dissertation hardly discusses Alexander's military 
conquests at all, instead repeating many different stories about ethical self-discoveries 
in the graveyard.59  Jāmī raised the theme to uncommon heights, arguing that literature 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 For more on language and science in premodern South Asia, see Pollock 2011b.   
 
58 For this theme in Niżāmī and Jāmī, see Chapter Four.   
 
59 See Chapter Four.   
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itself functioned like the tombstones of the virtuous village, reminding its readers of 
their own imminent demise and the virtues of sympathy for one's fellow man, 
articulating a clear vision of literary humanism, a key feature of the Persian 
cosmopolis.60   
 
Ethnicity and its Literary Doubles 
 The complex forms of group feeling engendered by Persian literary culture require 
a new analytical paradigm.61  As the maximal narrative form in Persian literary culture, 
the Shāh-nāma created a common referent that was always already present in the 
Persianate world.  How do we understand the "transregional culture-power" of this zone 
without reductive categories such as nationalism and attendant racialist assumptions 
about ethnicity?   As I have signaled, the Persian cosmopolis is the best framework on 
offer.  And the Persian Alexander epic is the best place to begin our exploration.   
Definitions of ethnicity are tied to those stories told about a group's past, a 
category that includes epic literature, a powerful historical medium in the Persian 
cosmopolis.  Unlike the Sanskrit cosmopolis, which did not have a concept of ethnicity 
tied to language in any sense compatible with modern definitions, 62  the Persian 
cosmopolis contained a complex cultural tension around ethnicity.  The Persian 
cosmopolis reproduced techniques and discourses of exclusion around authentic 
Persian-ness while simultaneously including participants from a great number of 
religions and regions.   In the utopian fantasies about Alexander's universality—as king, 
sage, and prophet—we find a subtext that mediates local and translocal concepts of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 For a recent exploration of Persian literary humanism, see Dabashi 2012. 
 
61 See Introduction and Chapter One. 
 
62 Pollock 2006, 509.   
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ethno-linguistic binaries: Persian/Arab (chapter one), Persian/Rumi (chapter two), 
Persian/Indian (chapter three) and Persian/Turk (chapter four). And yet each of these 
binaries contains different nuances and conceptual asymmetries, depending on the time 
and place of their usage.   
The first chapter investigates the Shāh-nāma's articulation of a universe that gave 
specific narrative texture to the real imaginings of people, places and cultures from the 
Iberian Peninsula to China.63   In particular, it explores the ethno-linguistic binary 
"Arab/Persian" and the techniques of adjudicating cultural authenticity through 
philology as they pertained to the controversies over Alexander's identity.  In this way, 
local concerns about ethnicity and difference were inscribed within this trans-regional 
cosmopolis. 
Firdausī composed the Shāh-nāma at the court of Ghazni, a city in the south of 
modern-day Afghanistan.  Geographically, Ghazni sat on the western perimeter of the 
vast Sanskrit cosmopolis.  Through the seventh century, Ghazni and Bamyan had large 
Hindu and Buddhist populations within the region known as Gandhāra in Sanskrit.  In 
the first decades of the eleventh century, Firdausī's patron, Mahmud of Ghazni, made 
annual raids into India.  The famous scholar, al-Berūnī (d.1048 CE), had extensive 
intellectual exchanges with Sanskrit intellectuals at this period. Could the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis have provided some of the inspiration for the Persian epic?  Certain themes 
and structures in the epic suggest that Firdausī's proximal location to the literary 
cultures of the Sanskrit cosmopolis influenced the framework of the epic, a literary form 
that was largely absent from the Arabic cosmopolis.  
Foundational literary studies have argued that epics have a characteristic 
"fullness" in which values are self-evident and unchanging, framing a predictable and 
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natural order of life.64  Populated by heroes and villains whose narrative arcs oscillate 
between triumph and tragedy, Firdausī's Shāh-nāma is marked by a similar epic 
fullness. A genesis narrative introduces the first king Gayumarṡ, who lived in the 
mountains and dressed in leopard skins along with his people.  Gayumarṡ's grandson, 
Hoshang, discovered fire and started the feast of Sadeh in which people began praying 
towards the sanctified flames. Gayumarṡ's great-great-grandson Jamshed had the royal 
farr, or glorious emanation, that signified his just rule and commanded obedience of 
the people, animals, and demons.  Jamshed instituted the Nau-roz new year's festival 
inaugurating three hundred years without death or sorrow. 
Such comprehensiveness is vital for understanding how the unique characteristics 
of the Persian epic vis-à-vis other Arabic literary forms created a distinct imaginal 
politics.  New Persian developed as a literary language by appropriating many Arabic 
literary forms, including the poetic metrical system,65 and a host of genres.  But Arabic 
did not have an epic tradition similar to the Shāh-nāma in form or reception, which left 
a lacuna in medieval Arabic technical literary vocabulary.  Although Arabic literary 
forms undergirded the literarization of the Persian epic tradition, Arabic and Persian 
developed different genres and literary sensibilities, histories, and intellectual networks.  
The Arabic and Persian cosmopoleis overlapped, but not everywhere and not all the 
time, diverging particularly over the memory of Alexander.      
In 998 CE, on the eve of the completion of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma, al-Berūnī 
critiqued the Persians' tendency to associate Alexander with Persian kingship and the 
Qur'anic figure Two Horns.  Pivoting from the particular to the universal, al-Berūnī used 
his particular critique of Alexander's Persian birth story to illustrate a broader critique 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Lukács 1974, 6. 
 
65 For an overview of the adaptation of the Arabic meter system to Persian, see Landau 2013.   
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of Persian "group feeling" (taʿaṣṣub) and how such feelings connected to the Shāh-
nāma shaped their historical judgment.  Al-Berūnī's perspective reflects some of the key 
ways that historical evidential paradigms in Arabic clashed with the epic historical 
sensibility of the Persian cosmopolis at the turn of the millennium. To illustrate his 
critique of "group feeling," al-Berūnī compiled a rogues' gallery of rulers who fabricated 
genealogies from heroes in the newly composed Shāh-nāma, demonstrating that this 
literary text was having a real effect not only on the imagination and value of the past, 
but also on a new sense of belonging.   
From al-Berūnī's critique, we can see that the Persian cosmopolis differed from the 
Sanskrit cosmopolis in one important respect.  The Persian cosmopolis had another 
cosmopolis to collaborate and contend with, the Arabic "shadow cosmopolis," a concept 
posited here to make sense of the long and complicated relationship between 
premodern Arabic and Persian.  For example, chapters Two and Three discuss ways in 
which Alexander's genealogy was challenged by Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau.  In their 
epics, Alexander was not considered Persian by birth, but rather upheld the customs of a 
Persian king and attained a quasi-prophetic and saintly status.  And yet, the question of 
Alexander's genealogy was not definitively resolved, because Firdausī's Shāh-nāma 
averred Alexander to be the secret son of Darius the Great and thus a legitimate Persian 
king.  Since all of the Persian Alexander epics circulated simultaneously, so did the 
speculations, assumptions, and critiques of Alexander's Persian birth. By bringing 
together these claims and counter-claims, Alexander's genealogy speaks to a central 
dialectic of the Persian cosmopolis in which a closed-set discourse of Persian 
authenticity co-existed with an open-set discourse of belonging to a humanistic 
tradition.  
As the political universe changed so did definitions of the universal.  Towards the 
end of the twelfth century, Niżāmī compiled an archive with which to re-imagine and re-
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define Alexander's universality.  Niżāmī particularly emphasized the scattered and 
conflicting ideas he discovered about Alexander and the variety of languages he 
consulted in order to develop a single and coherent image of Alexander.  His archival 
mode created a powerful intellectual vision of Alexander mapped onto a wide variety of 
Christian, Jewish, and Pahlavi sources.  And yet, Niżāmī was closely tied to his locale, 
and reproduced dozens of reports from "Rūmī" sources, an ambiguous term that 
nevertheless situated his work near Anatolia in the Caucasus region.66   
 The third chapter investigates ways in which India was a vital part of the Persian 
cosmopolis in the fourteenth century.  The astrolabe is a particularly revealing object, 
because of the instrument's translation history in Sanskrit, a cosmopolitan language 
that was largely resistant to direct translations from Persian and Arabic.  For example, 
despite the extraordinary premodern translation history of the Alexander romance, no 
version was composed, translated or retold in Sanskrit.67  But astronomy and atrology 
were uniquely compelling and an entire genre of Sanskrit astrology, Tājika-śāstra, 
developed around systematizing Perso-Arabic astral concepts into Sanskrit.  By 
speaking to these diverse fields of study, Amīr Khusrau's Persian Alexander epic shows 
ways that the claims to universality of science and material culture were mediated 
through highly local networks of people.   
 The fourth and last canonical Persian Alexander epic, Jāmī's Khirad-nāma-yi 
Iskandarī (The Book of Alexander's Wisdom) (1485), fixates on death and provides the 
chronological endpoint of this study at 1500.  In its meditations on life and death, Jāmī 
articulates a kind Persian literary humanism that describes both a mutual sympathy 
between mankind and a central role for literary culture in achieving this goal.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 For the many pre-modern dimensions of the term, "Rūmī," see Kefadar 2007.   
 
67 Boyarin 2008 lists over thirty medieval languages in which the Alexander romance was 
translated; See also the Conclusion which adds a few languages to the list.   
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Humanism is a relatively new topic in the study of premodern Islamicate literary 
cultures.  It has only recently been theorized for the study of Persian literature, though 
few examples of explicitly humanistic ideology have been examined.68  Chapter four 
defines humanism within the history of Persian literature and locates this humanism 
within the context of the late fifteenth-century Timurid Empire.  Though Persian 
literary humanism is not conceptually symmetrical with European articulations of 
humanism (there is, after all, no Persian term equivalent to the Latin humanitas), the 
theme of death draws out utopian ideas about the ability of literature to produce a 
mutually sympathetic community that includes the entirety of human kind.  The limits 
to this utopian vision are made explicit, however, in the discourse around the 
production of Turkic poetry based on Persian literary models.   
 The fourth chapter not only discusses the end of the Persian Alexander epic 
tradition, but also a crucial beginning: the vernacularization of Persian literary forms. 
The question of the relationship between Persian and Turkic is taken up from the 
pespective of Jāmī's Khirad-nāma-yi Iskandarī (The Book of Alexander's Wisdom) and 
its Turkic counter-part composed by Jāmī's close friend and disciple, ʿAlī Sher Nawā'ī 
(d.1501), Sadd-i Iskandarī (Alexander's Rampart).  Having this dual perspective 
reveals some of the ways that Persian literary humanism transcended borders of 
ethnicity and ways that its definition of humanity was limited to those who had access 
to literary Persian language.   
 It is fitting to end this study with an investigation of Persian literary 
vernacularization, because it adumbrates the larger stakes of investigating the Persian 
cosmopolis.  Once we come to terms with the trans-regional cultural forms of the 
Persian cosmopolis, we can begin to understand the large and complex process of 
vernacularization and regionalization based on Persian literary forms.  Fortunately, a 
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number of excellent scholars are pursuing exciting questions about the 
vernacularization of Persian in south Asia and Anatolia.69  By and large, however, it has 
largely been left unexplored how the Persian cosmopolis developed as a trans-regional 
language before the fifteenth century. In order to understand the world in which these 
vernacular literatures developed, it behooves us to look at how Firdausī's Shāh-nāma 
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Chapter One. Epic: Firdausī's Alexander Epic (1010) and the Persian Cosmopolis 
 
The scholar of Arabic literature, Ibn al-Athīr (d.1230 CE), concluded his well-
known treatise on proverbs with a comment about the uniqueness of Firdausī's Shāh-
nāma in relation to Arabic literature.70   He had just completed an argument that it was 
not pleasing for a poet to address a “complex topic with multiple meanings in more than 
three hundred lines”; a prose writer, on the other hand, “can write a book in ten 
volumes.”  It is this question of poetic length that stimulated Ibn al-Athīr’s comments 
on the Persians and their epic tradition.71  After observing that, “there is nothing in 
Arabic with its length (ittisāʿ),” the revered scholar explained that the Shāh-nāma is a 
“history of Persia” (ta’rīkh al-furs) and even the “Qur’ān of that people” (qur’ān al-
qaum)." Since the inimitability of the Qur’ān was widely assumed by medieval Muslim 
scholars, 72  the latter claim should not be taken literally.  But as an analogy, it 
differentiates Firdausī's epic from anything in Arabic and places Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma 
at the center the Persian cosmopolis.  That is, by the end of the twelfth century, the 
Persian people were defined as a people with a book. 
The composition of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma (1010 CE) was the founding act of the 
Persian cosmopolis, for the Persian epic was one of the clearest differences between 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Ibn al-Athīr, 418: "It’s on this point just indicated, that I have found the Persians exceed 
(yafḍalūnu) the Arabs.  Their poets mention a book composed entirely in verse from beginning 
to end.  It is an explanation of stories and affairs, and nevertheless it is the pinnacle of eloquence 
in the language of that community [Persian], as Firdausī versified the book known as the Shāh-
nāma, which is sixty thousand verses of poetry.  It includes the history of the Persians; it’s the 
Qur’ān of the community (qaum); and their literary adepts are in agreement that there is 
nothing in their language more eloquent.  There’s nothing in the Arabic language with its length 
(itasāʿ).  [The Shāh-nāma] brings together [Arabic’s] arts and themes, despite the fact that the 
language of the ‘Ajam [Persians/non-Arabs] is nothing but a drop in the ocean compared to 
Arabic." [trans. author].  
 
71 Ibn al-Athīr, 418-419:  “wa hādhā lā yūjidu fī al-lughati al-ʿarabiyyati ʿalā itisāʿihā”.  
 
72 Two prominent defenses are al-Jurjani’s (d.ca.1078) Indications of Inimitability (Dalā’il al-
iʿjāz) and al-Bāqillānī’s (d.ca.1014CE) Inimitability of the Qur’ān (Iʿjāz al-Qur’ān).  
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early Persian and Arabic literary cultures.  Though Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma was 
ostensibly a maṡnawī—an Arabic poetic meter and rhyme scheme—its length, subject 
matter and reception were distinct.  The modern Persian coinage for epic (ḥamāsa-
sarā’ī, literally “ḥamāsa-composing”) speaks to this point, for there was no word in 
classical Arabic poetics to describe the genre of epic.  One scholar has sharply noted that 
the Persian epic has “nothing in common with the Arabic monorhyme poetry that 
medieval compilers associated with the term ḥamāsa, i.e. ‘enthusiasm.’”73 Though the 
ḥamāsa genre of Arabic poetry has a long and rich tradition that resonates with the 
Persian epic inasmuch as it contains stories about heroes,74 no Arabic epic literary 
tradition manifestly compares to the Shāh-nāma regarding its length, ancient imperial 
imagination, or nearly sacred status.  
Stories of the Persian kings had existed since the fourth century BCE and were 
written down as far back as the seventh century CE.75 Based on the Pahlavi Khwadāy-
nāmag tradition, prose versions of the Persian Book of Kings had been written in 
Arabic by the celebrated translator, Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (d.ca. 756 CE), and then in New 
Persian by the Samanid minister Abū Manṣūr Maʿmarī (d.961 CE).  An Arabic 
translation of a Maʿmarī's Persian prose Shāh-nāma survives and indicates that 
Firdausī remained faithful to the narrative developments of his predecessor's now-lost 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 Francois de Blois, “Epics: narrative poems of legendary and heroic content” in Encyclopedia 
Iranica on-line, accessed July 21, 2014.  http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/epics.   
 
74  Abū Tamām’s ninth-century collection of Arabic ḥamāsa poems was very influential in 
medieval Arabic literature.  See Gamal 1976, 28-44.Other considerable Arabic narrative 
traditions such as the Sīrat ʿAntara simply did not have the central role in community 
formation nor a comparably massive manuscript tradition that the Shāh-nāma had.  
 
75 Omidsalar 2011, 39. 
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version, though Firdausī's versification was a major breakthrough that contributed 
greatly to his text's ultimate canonization as the primary version of the Shāh-nāma.76 
Although genre distinctions between Arabic and Persian literary cultures are cold 
facts of literary analysis, the conclusions drawn from these facts can get quite hot 
indeed. The civilizational interpretation of Persian epic literature has a distinctly 
inglorious history that needs to be addressed, for emphasizing the distinguishing 
features of Persian epic literature has become something of a taboo topic after being 
treated too often in simply ahistorical, essentialist and even racist terms. David 
Margoliouth, a future director and president of the Royal Asiatic Society, could write in 
his 1912 book, Mohammadenism, that “Literary and scientific ability has usually been 
the result of the entry into Islam of Indo-Germanic elements; the great Islamic authors 
are mostly Persians.”77  Lest we read too generously his vague category of “elements,” 
Margoliouth spells out the racial implications: “In the literature of Persia…the racial 
talent for the conception of fiction on a great scale has displayed itself.  It is true that 
some Arabic romances are voluminous, occupying over a thousand pages; but such 
works have no real unity of design, consisting rather of endless repetitions of similar 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 Omidsalar 2011, 38. Though Firdausī's was not the only version of the Shāh-nāma to be 
versified, it was the most complete version to be so.  Before Firdausī, some episodes from the 
early Shāh-nāma tradition were versified into Arabic and Persian using the rajaz meter.  But the 
rajaz meter was distinct from Firdausī's mutaqārib.  The poets discussed in Chapters Two, 
Three and Four, exclusively used Firdausī's mutaqārib meter for their Persian Alexander epics.  
In any case, as all of these versified versions that ante-date the Shāh-nāma are now lost, it is 
safe to say that none attained the popularity achieved by Firdausī’s massive verse epic copied 
into thousands of existant manuscripts over hundreds of years.  Maʿmarī’s introduction to his 
prose version of the Shāh-nāma has survived, but only as an appendix to the introduction of 
Firdausī’s version.  See Minorsky 1956, 159-179. Recent scholarship has also undertaken the 
difficult philological task of investigating the content borrowed by Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma from 
the Pahlavi Khwadāy-nāmag and Maʿmarī’s prose version.  Notably Djalal Khaleghi-Motlagh’s 
article available on-line, entitled “az shāhnāmeh tā khudāy-nāmeh” and Manteghi 2012. 
 
77 Margoliouth 2012, 12.  
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situations.” 78 With a distinct echo of Ibn al-Athīr’s civilizational analysis based on 
categories of “Arab” and “Persian,” Margoliouth emphasized the implications of longer 
epic works along ethnic lines, reducing literature to epic verse.  Such racialized 
assessments have been largely, if not entirely, tossed out by modern scholarship.  But 
the historical distinctions between the Arabic and Persian literary cultures should not 
be tossed out as well—they should be taken seriously.  A theory of the cosmopolis allows 
us to analyze the distinctions in the literary cultures of Arabic and Persian without 
recourse to ahistorical, racialist, civilizational generalities—even those proposed by the 
medieval authors themselves.   
 
The Birth of an Inter-Nation? 
Though the Alexander epic is only a small part of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma, it was 
crucial for conceptualizing the story as a whole, for Alexander's empire provided the 
imperial model for the Persian cosmopolis in its totality, extending from the Balkans to 
north India.  In this tradition, Alexander conquered the world by bringing “East and 
West” (sharq wa gharb) into a single imperial formation. One part in particular 
established Alexander's relevance to Persian literature: Alexander's Persian birth story.  
Firdausī's Shāh-nāma and several medieval Arabic chronicles79 claimed that although 
Alexander was raised by Philip of Macedon, he was in reality the secret son of the 
Persian emperor Darius the Great, and therefore Persian royalty.  It follows that when 
Alexander conquered the world, he did so as a Persian king with a legitimate 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Margoliouth 1912, 237;  For an example of the complex intellectual and political lives of other 
Orientalists contemporary of Margoliouth, see Dabashi 2009, 17-35.   
 
79 Dīnawarī explicitly contributes this genealogy to “the people of Persia” (ahl al-fārs): Dīnawarī 
(d. 896CE), al-Ākhbār al-ṭiwāl, ed. ʿAlī 2001, 71-72.   
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genealogical claim to Persian kingship.  Medieval 80  and early modern Muslim 
emperors 81  portrayed themselves as successors to Alexander’s universal Persian 
Empire, using the Persian epic tradition as a model.  
 Some medieval scholars writing in Arabic challenged Alexander’s Persian birth 
story by pointing to the self-serving partisanship evident in making the world-
conqueror a Persian king.  In response to this critique, historians and poets 
experimented with ways to manufacture and validate Alexander’s Persian birth story.  
As a result, the controversies about the conqueror’s identity indexed the cultural 
techniques for validating Persian authenticity at the early stages of the Persian 
cosmopolis.82  
In light of modern philological claims about the linguistic continuity between Old, 
Middle, and New Persian,83 the controversy around the story of Alexander's Persian 
birth provides a unique lens for examining the cultural newness of New Persian—a 
change registered by the dramatic shift in Alexander’s epithet: “accursed” in Pahlavi to 
“blessed” in New Persian.  Indeed, Alexander came to represent both the old and the 
new in New Persian: though the Shāh-nāma was based on an old Pahlavi epic tradition, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80  R. Hillenbrand 1996, 203–209. Hillenbrand discusses how the Mongols as well as the 
Mamluks, Delhi Sultans, Ottomans, Timurids, (and more) associated themselves with 
Alexander.   
81 Welch 1987. Welch shows how the early Mughal Emperors had their portraits painted in the 
place of Alexander, following a Timurid tradition.  See also, Chapter Four.   
 
82 Eaton and Wagoner 2014, 18-27; Eaton 2013. 
 
83 Pollock points out the paradox of this position in the following footnote: “It is a measure of the 
power of nationalist ideology and its quest for antiquity and continuity that the very possibility 
of commencement is paradoxically denied: “it is the same Persian language at three stages of its 
history: Old Persian . . . Pahlavi . . . and New Persian” [emphasis added]).” Pollock 206, 278. The 
quote is from Lazard 1992, 21, 24.  For questions of continuity in Iranian nationalist 
historiography, see Vaziri 1993.  My thanks to James Pickett for the last reference.   
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the wide success of its literarization in New Persian was unprecedented. 84   By 
examining the ways in which Persian epic literature produced a new culture of “group 
feeling” (taʿaṣṣub), a phrase used by al-Berūnī to critique Alexander's birth story, the 
controversy provides a view onto the role the epic form played in producing the trans-
regional cultural phenomenon of the Persian cosmopolis.   
 
Alexander in Persia, from Zero to Hero: Kujastak85 to Khujasta 
Two centuries after the initial conquest of Iran by Arab Muslim armies in 642, 
stories of Alexander as a Persian king began to be written down in medieval Arabic 
histories.  During the conversion of Zoroastrian communities to Islam,86 the cultural 
memory of Alexander posed a problem.  Pahlavi 87  Persian sources demonized 
Alexander for burning the city of Ctesiphon, destroying Zoroastrian fire temples, and 
seizing libraries of books on Persian science (namely astrology, mathematics, and 
wisdom literature).88  Some Muslim scholars, however, venerated Alexander as the 
enimagatic figure named Two-Horns (Dhū al-Qarnain) in the Qur'ān. For Persian 
converts to Islam, a new genealogy for Alexander assuaged ressentiment against the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 For a review of the current arguments about the literization of the Shāh-nāma, see Rubanovich 
2013 and Omidsalar 2011, 39.   
 
85 “Gizistag” is an alternate transliteration, see Wieshöfer 2011, 124.    
 
86 The binary categories of religion do not directly map onto what the remarkable religious 
diversity in the Iranian plateau before and during the Arab invasion as demonstrated by Patricia 
Crone.  They were, however, important categories for medieval historians, see Crone 2012.  My 
thanks to James Pickett for the reference.   
 
87 Some of the complexities of identifying what is called the Pahlavi language are summarized in 
Crone 2012, 31; See also Ludwig Paul iii. Early New Persian, Encyclopedia Iranica on-line.  
  
88 Van Bladel 2009, 33-34.  Van Bladel shows how Roman appropriation of the Alexander motif 
as a hero conquering the East was contemporaneous with a similar historical project by the 
Sassanians in the Pahlavi Persian sources to depict the Roman Heraclius as the extension of 
Alexander.   
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Macedonian conqueror and instilled a veneration of him that dovetailed conveniently 
with Islamicate historical memory.      
Alexander’s dual role as a Persian king and a prophet of Islam exemplified a new 
cultural synthesis of large-scale cultural identities.  As a hereditary Persian King, 
Alexander's conquest of Persia was deemed rightful rather than detestable.  On the 
other hand, as a prophet of Islam (for many), Alexander established the pride of place 
for Persians within the Muslim community.  Early Arabic histories and later Persian 
epics depicted Alexander’s conquest of Persia as an attack on the supposed heresy of 
Zoroastrianism, rather than on Persian government and customs.89  Thus, Alexander 
went from being accursed (kujastak or gizistag)90 in fifth-century Pahlavi sources to 
being blessed (khujasta) in tenth-century New Persian. 
Such a convenient genealogy did not pass without comment by contemporary 
scholars.  Stories of Alexander’s Persian birth story provoked controversy when 
historians writing in Arabic began to suspect that the “people of Persia” (ahl al-fārs) 
were distorting the historical record.91  Around 1000 CE, the brilliant scholar and 
polymath al-Berūnī (d.ca.1050) wrote a sharp critique of Alexander’s supposed descent 
from Darius, pivoting from his specific critique of Alexander’s false genealogy to a 
broader critique of political leaders who fabricated genealogies for themselves as 
Persian kings.  Alexander, it turns out, was not the only one to have acquired a spurious 
Persian royal heritage.  
Ten years after Berūnī’s critique, however, Firdausī finished his versified epic, the 
Shāh-nāma, which achieved such a massive popularity that it effectively established 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Dīnawarī (d.181 AH/896CE), al-Ākhbār al-ṭiwāl, ed. ʿAlī 2001, 71-2. 
 
90 Chelkowski 1975, 19.  “Gizistag” is an alternate transliteration, see Wieshöfer 2011, 124.  
 
91 Dīnawarī explicitly contributes this genealogy to “the people of Persia” (ahl al-fārs): Dīnawarī, 
al-Ākhbār al-ṭiwāl, ed. ʿAlī 2001, 71-2.  
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Alexander's Persian birth story as a standard narrative in the Persian cosmopolis.  
Berūnī’s opinion, for all of its careful scholasticism, was marginalized.  With the 
inclusion of Alexander as a Persian king in the Shāh-nāma, the scope for the discussion 
about Alexander in the Persian cosmopolis was largely limited to whether he was a 
prophet or simply a saint.92  His status as a Persian king—as well as a pious Muslim 
avant la lettre—was more or less assumed to be true.  Firdausī’s epic universe created a 
self-evident narrative logic, crystallizing Alexander’s Persian-ness in Islamicate cultural 
memory.  In the Arabic cosmopolis, certain scholars continued to raise questions about 
the identification of Alexander as a Persian King, or as Two Horns in the Qur'an.93  But 
again, these opinions remained marginal in the Persian cosmopolis.  And despite these 
differences of opinion, Alexander’s doubly sacred status—as a prophet in the Qur'an and 
a Persian king in the Shāh-nāma—made him a common denominator between the two 
cosmopolises and a figurative drop in which we can see both oceans together. 
 
Between Persian and Arab: His Persian Name and His Mother’s Smell 
The etymology of Alexander’s Persian name helps explain the odd story about the 
foul odor of Alexander’s mother, which Berūnī critiqued in an Arabic treatise as a “lie 
concocted most inimically by the Persians.”94   In early medieval Arabic chronicles, the 
explanation of Alexander’s name contains a core narrative:  The Persian emperor Darius 
the Great defeats Philip of Macedon in battle and then demands tribute.95  To form an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 For the discussion about whether Alexander was a prophet or saint, see Chapter 3.   
 
93 For more on Arabic critiques of the identification of Dhū al-Qarnain with  the historical 
Alexander, see Doufikar-Aerts 2010, 135-193.   
 
94 “kharaṣahu al-fursu fiʿla al-ʿadū bi-ʿadūwwihi,” Sachau 1923, 37. 
 
95 Their names are (Dārā al-Akbar) and (Fīlafūs) respectively in Arabic: Long Chronicle (kitāb 
al-akhbār al-ṭiwāl) of Abū Ḥanīfa Dīnawarī (d.894) and History of the Prophets and Kings 
(Tārīkh al-Rusul wa al-mulūk) of Muḥammad Ibn al-Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d.923). Ṭabarī’s History 
was finished in Baghdad around 915 and today encompasses thirty-nine volumes in its English 
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alliance with Darius, Philip offers his daughter’s hand in marriage.  Darius takes Philip’s 
daughter back to Persia.  When Darius attempts to consummate the marriage, he finds 
that his new bride has a foul odor.   He orders his physicians to cure her.  The 
physicians treat Phillip’s daughter with an odiferous plant named sandar, which hides 
her smell, but not enough.  When Darius meets her after the treatment, he smells a 
nauseating mix of the sandar plant and her odor.  Darius’s heart turns away from her, 
and he sends her back to Philip—but not before impregnating her.  Back at Philip’s 
court, she gives birth to a boy and names him after the plant that was used to cover her 
smell.96  
The etymologies provided by medieval historians for Alexander’s Persian name 
differed amongst themselves.  The Greek meaning of Alexander’s name is “Defender of 
Men.”  But the Arabic histories reflected the search for another meaning to support his 
Persian birth.  Dīnawarī’s version of the etymology has Darius exclaiming, “Āl-i 
sandar!”—which the historian himself glosses as, “'So much odiferous plant' in Pahlavi 
Persian"—in response to the heavy-handed application of the herb.97  Ṭabarī’s version 
claims that Philip’s daughter’s name was Helen (halāī)98 and therefore Alexander’s 
name was a mix of Helen and the name of the plant: Halā'ī-sandar.  In Firdausī’s Shāh-
nāma, the author does not give the derivation from Pahlavi Persian, but rather from the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
translation. For a complete list of the Arabic sources mentioning Alexander as a Persian king, 
see Yamanaka 1999, 345-346 and bin Saray 1994, 54.   
 
96 For the increasingly large and intriguing literature on “Smell Culture” see Drobnick 2006.  For 
smells in Islamic cultures see Françoise Aubaile-Sallenave’s “Bodies, Odors, and Perfumes in 
Arab-Muslim Societies,” 391-400.  For smells in Hindu South Asia see David Shulman’s essay in 
this collection, “The Scent of Memory in Hindu South Asia,” 411-427.  My thanks for Joel Lee for 
the reference.   
 
97 Alī 2001, 71-2.   
 
98 The name "Halā'ī" is glossed as “Helen” in the translation by Moshe Perlmann, though the 
evidence is not overwhelming: “Alexander’s mother’s name was Olympia.  The reference here 
must be to Helen of Troy.”  Perlmann 1987, 91. 
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Greek word for garlic (skandix).99  Surprisingly, the original Pahlavi word until now has 
not been identified.100  It seems that the Persian historians writing in Arabic may not 
have understood from which Pahlavi word the Arabic transliteration sandar was 
derived.  To throw my hat in the ring, it appears that the plant might have been 
sandalwood, chandar (čandar) in Pahlavi.  As an offering in Zoroastrian fire rituals, an 
etymology from sandalwood would have connected Alexander’s name to an ancient 
Persian religious tradition.101  But this still does not get us any closer to the ultimate 
significance—if there is one—of his mother’s foul odor, or from where such a story 
might have come.   
In terms of narrative structure, Alexander's Persian birth story was a solution to 
the problem of Alexander’s Greek heritage.  His mother’s foul odor provided the motive 
for her dismissal and provided a Persian etymology for Alexander's name, both 
apparently denoting his authentic Persian heritage.  But a mother’s foul odor has a 
particular poignancy, not to mention a soupçon of bitter jeering.  Among narratives of 
kings and heroes, the sudden appearance of an abject figure is surprising.  In the only 
study to analyze this episode in any depth,102 one scholar claimed that, “a motif like bad 
breath in the description of a princess is felt at once to be foreign.  Since this motif 
associated with a princess appears in erudite works as well as in romances, but only in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 Stoneman 2008, 51.  As Stoneman concedes, it would appear odd to try to cure bad breath with 
garlic.  Furthermore, another question is why Firdausī or whoever was familiar enough with 
Greek to know the word for “garlic” would not have known the true Greek meaning of 
Alexander’s name, “defender of men.”   
 
100 The editor of Dīnawarī’s text, Dr. Ali, glosses it as a kind of wood from which bows and arrows 
are made (al-nabl wa al-qisā), a highly unlikely use for sandalwood.  For the Arabic, see Ali 
2001, 71-2. 
 
101 McKenzie 1971, 21.  For a study on the history of sandalwood in India, see McHue 2012, 180-
203.  My thanks to Joel Lee for the reference.  For sandalwood in Zoroastrian fire rituals, see 
Choksy 2006, 343.   
 
102 Hanaway 1974, 55.  
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the Alexander story, it cannot be by chance and must have been introduced from a non-
Persian source.” 103  But what kind of foreignness is in question here?  The 
aforementioned study highlights the foreignness of the story itself (i.e. the non-Persian 
origin of the story).  But the story of Alexander’s mother’s odor also has a logic that 
reflects a contemporary discourse on names.  Indeed, Persians had already been 
accused of blaspheming Hagar for her bad smell (laknā’), presumably for her son 
Ishmael’s Arab inclinations. 104   That is, in the logic of medieval philological 
controversies, the smell of Alexander’s mother has the lingering odor of ressentiment in 
Persian cultural memory of Greek conquest. 
The false etymology of Alexander’s name can also be seen through the lens of the 
shuʿūbiyya controversy.  At its core, the shuʿūbiyya controversy was a struggle to 
reconcile cultural and political difference within the Islamic community.  Early in the 
seventh century, loyalty amongst tribes (qabā’il) was perceived as a stubborn obstacle 
to the creation of a community of believers.105  As the Islamic Empire expanded over 
formerly Sassanian Persian domains, conflict arose amongst large social and political 
groups (shuʿūb), who argued against the Arab cultural chauvinism that stemmed from 
Arabic's pride of place in the Muslim community as the language of the Qur'an and 
Prophetic revelation.  According to one theory, around the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, the controversy appeared to trail off after Arab and Persian aristocrats had 
become too inter-married to make any distinction between them.106  By and large, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Hanaway 1974, 56-57. 
 
104 Ibn Qutaiba, quoted in H.T. Norris 1980, 43.   Though it is not exactly clear in this article why 
Hagar was attacked by the shuʿūbīs, we might speculate that it was because she and Ishmael (A. 
Ismāʿīl) “Arabized” in a sense after being taken in by an Arab tribe in the desert.  My thanks to 
Haroun Moghul for clarifying that connection.   
 
105 Norris 1980, 32. 
 
106 Mottahedeh 1976, 163, 181. 
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shuʿūbiyya controversy primarily concerned the relationship between Arabs (ʿarab) 
and Persians (ʿajam), though other major groups such as the Nabataeans, Copts, 
Berbers, and Slavs also resisted Arabo-centrism through the identity of ʿajam, a word 
meaning Persian, but also more broadly non-Arab, or someone speaking oddly or 
poorly.     
As in Alexander’s Persian birth story, names were a cultural battleground for both 
pro-Arab and pro-Persian chauvinists in the shuʿūbiyya controversy.  Whether a name 
had meaning in Arabic or Persian was used to adjudicate its authentic origins and thus 
demonstrate the historical greatness of one group or the other.  Ibn Duraid (837-
924CE), a proponent of the Basra school of philology, wrote Ishtiqāq (Derivation), a 
seven-hundred-page treatise on the etymologies of Arab names, in order to counter the 
shuʿūbiyya critique from “a certain group,” that Arab names were not based on 
meaningful roots, an attack that appeared to have devastating civilizational implications 
in this scholastic context.107  For Ṭabarī, a contemporary of Ibn Duraid, an etymology of 
Alexander’s name from Pahlavi Persian reinforced the authenticity of the conqueror’s 
Persian-ness.   
The etymologies of names in treatises such as Ibn Duraid’s Derivation often 
revealed insight into a person’s character. In these Arabic histories, Alexander is named 
not after his mother’s bad smell, but rather the cure to bad smell, the sandar plant.  One 
could speculate that Alexander’s birth and political destiny performed a kind of 
apothecary function by erasing memories of his mother’s foreign-ness like a lingering 
odor.  By cleansing the memory of a Zoroastrian past with the Islamic message in royal 
Persian garb, Alexander purged the bad smells of foreign Greek aggression and 
theological heresy.  In this reading, the story can be seen as reverse-engineered from the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
107 Ibn Duraid. Ishtiqāq (Derivation). Edited by Ferdinand Wüstenfeld (Gottingen, 1854), 3.  The 
word used for “a certain group” is qaumun. 
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necessities of making Alexander a Persian king with a Persian name.  Starting with the 
Persian name, Sandar, the cure to bad smell, the rest of the story almost tells itself.   
From the accounts of Alexander’s Persian birth, one can read the hopes of those 
dealing with the anger, pain, and frustration at the memory of conquest.  The trickster’s 
solution to these complex feelings—an ingenious story about Alexander’s secret Persian 
birth—was repeated often and spread widely.  While the historical fact that Alexander 
was raised in a foreign land could not be wished away, a story could be concocted where 
his mother was impregnated by a Persian king and then sent home because of her bad 
smell.  The story of the foreigner-king struck a nerve, raising difficult questions of 
identity.  What did it mean to be Persian?  And how was it proved?  As mentioned 
above, the ramifications of this partisan narrative were quite large—after its inclusion in 
Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma, it became the basis for Alexander’s filiation with Persian kings in 
the Persian cosmopolis throughout the medieval and early modern periods.  But 
Alexander’s Persian identity pushed the boundaries of the genealogist’s professional 
ability to regulate authenticity—how could one prove that Alexander was not the 
legitimate child of a marriage that the Persian king had dissolved in secret?       
The false Persian etymology of Alexander’s name suggests that Persian-derived 
names were an important source of cultural authenticity.  But as a limit case—Alexander 
was raised in a foreign land—he also challenged the boundaries of such authenticity.  
Therefore, it is not altogether surprising that Firdausī derived Alexander’s name from 
Greek (if somewhat oddly derived from “Garlic” rather than “Defender of Men”).  That 
is, for Firdausī, Alexander's Persian blood made him Persian enough.   
It seems that Firdausī's Greek etymology for Alexander's name came at a time 
when Pahlavi Persian names had ceased to adjudicate authentic Persian-ness.  Indeed, 
in the previous century we find an increasing number of Persians changing their names 
to more Arabic-inflected names from the Qur’ān.  From a quantitative analysis of 
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biographical dictionaries, Richard Bulliet has shown that the percentage of Arabo-
Muslim names in the population of medieval Iran rose from around 10% in 750 CE to 
over 90% in 870.108  At the same time as stories of Alexander’s Persian name were being 
written down, the majority of Muslim Persians were choosing non-Persian names for 
their children.  Though names are not an exact indicator of cultural belonging—a 
position even argued by medieval scholastics109—it is nevertheless a rough indicator of 
cultural perspective in aggregate.  And yet contained within this shift was a double 
movement: while Persian names were trending towards a new Islamic future, rulers 
were affiliating with ancient Persian kings from the Shāh-nāma.  One solution to this 
paradox was Alexander.     
 
Berūnī’s Critique of Group Feeling  
For Berūnī, the purported foul smell of Alexander’s mother reeked of taʿaṣṣub—an 
Arabic word that I translate as “group feeling” and alternately “partisanship.”  As a word 
on which both Berūnī and I place great weight for our arguments, it requires a little 
unpacking.  The Arabic root, ʿaṣaba, means “to tie or bind.”  And the verbal form 
indicates action within a group.  Thus, taʿaṣṣub denotes ties that bind or unite a group.  
Though one could object to the modern notions of psychology aroused by the phrase 
“group feeling,” it could be countered that one meaning for ʿaṣaba is “nerve”—in the 
sense of strings within a body.  Berūnī’s critique of taʿaṣṣub focuses on how feelings of 
bounded-ness to a group distort one’s historical and scientific judgment.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
108 Bulliet 1979, 23.   
 
109 In an argument with Abu ‘Ubaida about whether a particular Yemeni king was of Persian 
descent, Khalid b. Kulthum went on to argue more generally that “names cannot be used as 
proof or disproof of any national descent.”  Cited in Goldziher 1888, 184.   
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From Berūnī’s perspective, the story of Alexander’s Persian birth was a self-
evident manifestation of Persian “group feeling”—the story brought glory to the 
Persians while disparaging Alexander’s Greek mother,110 a win-win situation for Persian 
chauvinists.  One modern scholar opined that the story of Alexander’s Persian birth is 
simply odd, due to the importance placed on the foul body odor of Alexander’s 
mother.111  But Berūnī was offended by what underlay the foul body odor—partisan 
historical narrative—and responded sharply with a rhetorical flourish.  After referring to 
the story of Alexander’s mother’s foul smell “as a lie concocted most inimically by the 
Persians,”112 he turns the theme of foul smell on its head by saying that true claims to 
noble lineage are like sweet-smelling musk—“they become known, even when hidden”113 
and that “the descent of Alexander from Philip is too clear to be hidden.”114  In Berūnī’s 
view, the story of Alexander’s Persian birth embodies something like ressentiment 
against the mother of the Greek conqueror as a synecdoche for Greeks (ahl al-rūm) in 
general.  He declared that “strange beliefs”115 about Alexander’s mother as a demon 
(jinn) and other such slanderous mockery are wide spread.116   
Ingeniously, Berūnī’s particular critique of Alexander’s Persian royal birth segues 
into a larger critique of “group feeling” and partisanship in general.  He emphasizes the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 The Arabic and Persian adjective indicating her place of origin, rūmī, is derived from something 
like Greek Byzantium and indistinguishable from Roman, hence rūmī. See Kafadar 2007. 
 
111 The PhD dissertation by William Hanaway in 1970 pursued the trope of the poison-breath 
maiden through a diverse array of Sanskrit and medieval European literatures.   
 
112 Sachau 1923, 37: “kharaṣahu al-fursu fiʿla al-ʿadū bi-ʿadūwwahi “. 
 
113 Sachau 1923, 39: “wa ṣiḥḥat al-daʿāwi’ fī al-ansābi bal wa fī ghairihā min al-ansābi taẓhar 
wa-inna ukhfiyat ka-al-misk yafūḥu wa in khuzina.” 
 
114 Sachau 1923, 40: “aẓhar min an tukhfā’". 
 
115 Sachau 1923, 40: “iʿtiqādāt ʿajībah". 
 
116 Sachau 1923, 40: “wa amthāl dhālik min al-sukhriyyati walākin mashhūrah”.   
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stakes of regulating the partisanship in Alexander’s birth story—“I have enlarged this 
topic concerning people who show group feeling (taʿaṣṣub) to those whom they love 
and who attack those whom they hate, so that their excesses in all of their beliefs may 
bring dishonor to their claims.”117  In addition to the partisan stories of Alexander’s 
Persian birth and his mother’s smell, Berūnī was also disturbed by the implications of 
the story for a seemingly new and politically insidious development—kings who claimed 
descent from characters in the Book of Kings. Specifically, Berūnī questioned leaders’ 
claims of descent from heroes in Maʿmarī’s Shāh-nāma, the tenth-century prose 
predecessor to Firdausī’s epic verse rendition.  In a larger sense, Berūnī’s critique 
registers how even Maʿmarī’s New Persian prose Shāh-nāma created a real political 
imperative to affiliate with imaginary kings.   
Within his critique of Alexander’s Persian birth story, Berūnī compiled a rogues’ 
gallery of newly ascendant Persian dynasties that fabricated genealogies from the Shāh-
nāma.  And he was not afraid to name names—unsurprisingly, perhaps, as some were 
associated with political rivals of his benefactor. His first target was the son of the 
Samanid governor and land owner, Abū Manṣūr ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d.961CE), for whom, 
“a genealogy was made out of the [early New Persian prose] Shāh-nāma, which makes 
him descend from Manūchihr,”118 the Persian hero who united the world under Iranian 
rule.  Berūnī’s next target in the rogues’ gallery was the Buyid dynasty that controlled 
Baghdad at the time of Berūnī’s critique and claimed descent from the Persian hero 
Bahrām Gūr.  Berūnī heaped scorn on this supposed association and also noted that it 
was highly suspicious that those who desired an Arab origin for the Buyids linked them 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Sachau 1923, 40: “wa innamā dhakartu hādhā li-mā ʿalaihi al-nās min al-taʿaṣṣub li-man 
aḥabbūhu wa al-ṭaʿni ʿalā man abghaḍūhu ḥattā rubbamā yakūnu ifrāṭuhum fī kullā al-
muʿtaqadain sababan li-iftiḍāḥi daʿāwihīhim.”  
 
118 Sachau 1923, 38: “al-nisbah ilā al-uṣūl al-sharīfah ka-mā fuʿila l-ibni ʿabd al-razzāqi al-ṭūṣī, 
min iftiʿāli nasabin lahu fī al-Shāh-nāmah yantami’ bihi ilā manūshjihr.” 
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to another, predictably Arab, Bahram.  Berūnī insisted that the last reliably attested 
ancestor was an historical figure much later than Bahrām Gūr and that, in any case, the 
Buyids were not well known for keeping genealogical records.   
Berūnī’s final target did not claim Persian dynastic status, but rather descent from 
ʿAlī, the son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet Muhammad.  Al-Berūnī accused ʿUbaid 
Allah al-Qaddāḥ of giving bribes to ʿAlawī leaders in North West Africa to stop them 
from denying his claim to be their relative.119  This last example of genealogical fakery, 
though unrelated to the manufacture of a specifically Persian heritage, is nonetheless 
relevant, because it provides an example of new dynasties occasionally using false 
genealogies to affiliate with specific leading families (nuqabā’) rather than more broadly 
defined communities.  The charge of bribery also gives us a sense of the economic price 
that leaders were willing to pay for these new genealogies. 
Berūnī’s critique is echoed in some modern scholarship.  C.E. Bosworth plausibly 
speculated that an early patron of New Persian poetry, Yaʿqūb ibn Layth (d.861), the 
founder of the Saffarid dynasty, could not have believed his own spurious genealogy of 
descent from ancient Persian kings given the proletarian timbre of his epithet “the 
coppersmith” (ṣaffārī) and the taunting he received as a result. 120   But if these 
genealogical scandals were as widely known and self-evident as Berūnī (and Bosworth) 
claimed—especially if, as Berūnī claimed, any student researcher (muḥiqq) could not 
fail to find them false—then how would these rulers have made such claims at all and 
whom were they fooling?121  How could the targets of these schemes have been both 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
119 Sachau 1923, 39-40.   
 
120 Bosworth 1994, 169, 179-180.   
 
121 Mottahedeh 1976, 182-183: “In what sense did the Iranians have a common agreement as to the 
ties which made them a people?...I would emphasize that we are talking only about educated 
Iranians who could record their opinions, not about peasants whose feelings of group identity 
are lost to history… Saljuq Turks could rule part or all of Iran without contradiction to Iranian 
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“educated Iranians,”122 and such rubes at the same time?  Despite Berūnī’s frustration at 
this creeping threat to what he deemed fair and just history writing, Firdausī’s tale of 
Alexander became the normative account in the imagination of the Persian cosmopolis.   
With few exceptions, scholarship has overlooked how the Persian epic was 
received in the medieval and early modern periods.123 Though modern scholars have 
recently started to investigate the literary qualities of Persian histories (tārīkh),124 few 
have investigated the importance of Persian epic literature on historical consciousness 
without relying on the problematically anachronistic categories of myth and legend.125  
One prominent scholar has claimed that the first part of the Shāh-nāma is “mytho-
legendary” whereas the second part is increasingly based on evidence from chronicle 
and thus “historical.”126  In the same study it is claimed that the break between “mytho-
legendary” and “historical” happens during the reign of Alexander. By examining the 
story of Alexander—and the controversies about it—we can see where and when these 
categories were relevant to the reception of the text. 
 
The Persian Cosmopolis: Group Feeling and Literature 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
group feeling, insofar as their rule was consonant with the territorial and cultural responsibility 
which educated Iranians expected to be fulfilled by a ruler of Irān-zamīn.”   
 
122 Mottahedeh 1976, 182-183. 
 
123 One notable exception is Askari 2013.   
 
124 Meisami 2012, 45-76.   
 
125 An otherwise clear overview of New-Persian’s relationship to Arabic scholasticism leaves out 
Persian literature entirely: Richter-Bernberg 1974, 55-64. Amanat 2012 provides a history of 
“proto-nationalism” in Iran by arguing that the Shāh-nāma was the foundation for Qajar 
dynastic histories from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  The medieval reception of the 
Shāh-nāma is outside the scope of Amanat’s essay.   
126 Davis 1993, 5: “It is usual for scholars to consider Ferdowsi’s poem as consisting of three 
sections, the first mythological, the second legendary, and the third “historical.”…I frequently 
contrast the first half of the poem, by which I mean the mythico-legendary part, with the second, 
by which I mean the 'historical.'  The break, insofar as it is one, comes at about the time of 
Eskandar (Alexander the Great).”   
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The next section will argue that the Persian Alexander story and Berūnī’s critique 
of “group feeling” are important preliminary evidence(s) for the development of a 
cosmopolis around Persian literature.  Thanks to the work of the eminent Sanskritist 
Sheldon Pollock, we now have a non-essentialist and non-reductive way of talking about 
large-scale trans-regional cultural phenomena in the pre-modern world as 
“cosmopoleis.”  Simply put, Pollock’s articulation of the Sanskrit cosmopolis opens up 
new paths for conceptualizing literature alongside politics in the pre-modern world.  
Recently, some of Pollock’s conceptualizations have been applied to Arabic and 
Persian,127 but it remains to be seen what we get out of describing these communities as 
“cosmopoleis.”  By investigating an important moment of literary newness, this chapter 
will discuss some of the opportunities and challenges of describing the Persian 
cosmopolis.  The most salient aspect of this literary newness is the composition of 
Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma at the beginning of what Sheldon Pollock has termed “the 
vernacular millennium,” during which we find the beginnings of Kannada, Marathi, 
Oriya, Tamil, and Gujarati (and more) as literary languages in South Asia.128  On the 
fringes of this literary ecosystem, the Shāh-nāma ushered in the Persian cosmopolis by 
providing a world of epic imagination as its central axis. 
There are some compelling reasons for considering New Persian a cosmopolitan 
language soon after the composition of the Shāh-nāma in 1010 CE.  In the first place, 
such a claim challenges the widespread conception of Persian as a national language 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
127 Ricci 2011;  Su Fang Ng claims that Sultans in the Malay Archipelago who adopted the 
designation of Iskandar Shah (King Alexander) considered Alexander to have been Persian, 
likely from Arabic paraphrases of the Persian epic:  Ng 2006, 299.  For more on the Malaysian 
Sultans’ claim to genealogical relations with the Persian Alexander, see Voisset 1999, 131-149; 
Eaton 2013. 
 
128 Pollock 1998, 41-74; Pollock 2006, 286-288; Pollock 2006, 254: “In West Asia from 1000 on it 
was New Persian, elevated by brilliant works of literary culture (especially one of the first, the 
Shāh Nāmeh, which worked as a kind of Mahābhārata for linking the new political formation of 
the Ghaznavids with an imagined Iranian imperial past) and rich bureaucratic idiom.” 
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promoted by nationalist historiography.  Ethnicity and nationality played no role in the 
development of New Persian as a literary language, and indeed the courts of 
northeastern Iran where it emerged were multi-ethnic and pre-national.  In fact, the 
first patron of the Shāh-nāma was the Turkic Maḥmūd of Ghaznī (though what 
“Turkic” might mean in this multilingual milieu is up for debate).  As if that were not 
enough, in a pedagogical sense, focusing on literature clarifies the cultural continuities 
obscured by the Persianate dynastic names so bewildering to non-specialists (the 
Saffarids of Sistan, the Samanids, the Seljuks, the later Safavids, not to mention the 
earlier middle Persian Sassanians—and that is just the letter “S”!).  At the very least it 
poses the ethnic and cultural politics of medieval Persian kingship as an open question 
rather than a self-evident answer.129 
Richard Eaton and Philip Wagoner have responded to Pollock’s theorization of the 
Sanskrit cosmopolis by pointing out a corresponding Persian cosmopolis starting from 
the ninth century,130 in which “the new tongue thus served as a common linguistic 
denominator in a multi-ethnic society.”  Through the lens of this reconceptualization, 
the focus of analysis moves away from overly determined categories of language, 
religion, and ethnicity. The authors observed that Berūnī “reject[ed] the parallel 
climatic zones of the Ptolemaic and Arab schemes, and redrew the map along cultural 
lines…” such that Iran was a cultural zone of customs and traditions rather than simply 
religion.131   Berūnī's choice appears to elicit a Middle Persian cultural geographical 
distinction rather than the Arabic technical geographical distinctions based on climatic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
129 Chakrabarty, Pollock, Bhabha, Breckenridge 2000, 577: “Cosmopolitanism may instead be a 
project whose conceptual content and pragmatic nature are not only as yet unspecified but also 
must always escape positively and definite specification, precisely because specifying 
cosmopolitanism positively and definitely is an uncosmopolitan thing to do.”  
 
130 Eaton and Wagoner 2014. 
 
131 Eaton and Wagoner 2014, 22. 
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zones.  But Berūnī's perspective should not be taken to represent the full range of ways 
of imagining cultural zones in the Persian cosmopolis.  In another article on the same 
topic, Eaton mentions off-hand that the Shāh-nāma “played a part in the diffusion of 
the Persian cosmopolis.”132  But what kind of a part did it play?    
In the Persian cosmopolis, the world of the Shāh-nāma existed simultaneously 
with Berūnī’s technical treatise, providing an epic historical texture to the geographical 
boundaries of the cultural zone. 133  In fact, Berūnī’s map depicts a cultural zone 
containing “Gog and the Turks” (Turk wa ya’jūj),134 the very same Gog whom Alexander 
bound behind his rampart in the Shāh-nāma.  Though Berūnī did not consider 
Alexander to be Two Horns, the figure in the Qur'ān who bound Gog behind the 
rampart, many people did.  And they did so in part because of Alexander's prominence 
in Firdausī's Shāh-nāma. 
The difference in scholarly opinions about the importance of literary cultures in 
political history is reflected in the difference in opinions about the political stakes of the 
shuʿūbiyya controversy.  Some historians have argued that the shuʿūbiyya conflict “was 
no superficial matter of literary modes and fashions, but the whole cultural orientation 
of the New Islamic society.”135  Others have been more skeptical about the connection 
between the literary sources for the shuʿūbiyya movement and its relationship to 
politics in general.136  For those who place great weight on the shuʿūbiyya literature and 
argue that it represents a complete cultural re-orientation, there are few explanations 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
132 Eaton 2013.   
 
133 For an intriguing study of the geographical referents, which assume an "historical kernel" for the 
literary Persian Alexander traditions, see Casari 2012. 
 
134 Daryaee 2010, 9.   
 
135 Gibb 1962, 66.   
 
136 Mottahedeh 1976: “At second sight, however, the remains of the shuʿūbīyah controversy provide 
little evidence of any overt political aspirations on the part of the shuʿūbīs.”  
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for how this happens precisely and even fewer that do not rely on anachronistic racialist 
and nationalistic categories.   
  In many ways, the scholarly literature on the shuʿūbiyya controversy has been 
particularly sensitive to the mare’s nest of problems generated by bringing modern 
categories of nationalism to bear on medieval histories.  Nearly forty years ago, Roy 
Mottahedeh argued that anachronistic readings of nationalism arise from 
misunderstandings of medieval Arabic and Persian social categories by analyzing the 
ways in which early Qur’ān commentaries interpreted categorical distinctions between 
tribes (qabā’il) and other social groups (shuʿūb).  While Mottahedeh’s analysis focused 
on Qur’ān commentaries, he concluded that language and literature were also 
important for uniting different classes of Iranians. 137   Though he distinguished 
literature and language from “overt political aspirations,138 he briefly tied political 
consciousness to literarture in his comments on the Shāh-nāma: “[scholars] have too 
seldom asked how the Shāh-nāma describes the ties which Iranians had with each other 
and which made them a distinct group.”139  He goes on to argue that,  
Firdausī seems to consider those people who live in Iran proper, shahr-i Īrān, and 
who accept that they share a common ancestry with each other, as almost 
automatically part of the Iranian people even if they cannot trace their genealogies 
person by person.  Iranian nobles and especially the nobility of the dihqāns 
[governors or lords] are usually satisfied with a vague claim that they descended 
from some great Iranian of the past.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
137 Mottahedeh 1976, 181: “[the two Iranian classes] found themselves united by a community of 
language (and its shared literature) which was distinct from the community of the Arabs.”  
 
138 Mottahedeh 1976, 162: “There is evidence in the literature of the shuʿūbīyah that for some few 
shuʿūbīs the movement was, in fact, an expression of political aspiration one could almost say 
political fantasies—that so-called Arab rule would be judged a mistake before the bar of history... 
After reading countless discussions as to whether lizards were the food of choice to the ancient 
Arabs, or whether ancient Persians relished the brother-sister or mother-son marriages which 
were sanctioned by Zoroastrianism, it becomes clear that the central issues for the shuʿūbīs were 
not overtly political; that is, they were not primarily concerned with the creation of new 
governments.” Ghazzal Dabiri, on the other hand, cites Homi Bhabha on the “cultural-as-
political” to critique Mottahedeh’s treatment of the shuʿūbiyyah controversy.  Dabiri 2010, 16.  
 
139 Mottahedeh 1976, 172.   
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This horizon, where specific genealogies tapered off into a vague pool of larger groups, 
was precisely where epic fostered group feeling—even when false genealogies were 
challenged by scholars in Arabic such al-Berūnī.  In the longer reception history of the 
epic, we can find the productive power of literary cultures in the creation of political 
cultures.  
Sheldon Pollock has argued that the Sanskrit epic the Mahābhārata established a 
medieval political culture around an imagined imperial past, an insight that is also 
highly relevant for the Shāh-nāma.140 Pollock dramatically asserts that  
The dilemma of power—in the starkest terms, the need to destroy in order 
to preserve, to kill in order to live—becomes most poignant when those 
whom one must kill are one’s own kin.  That is why the Mahābhārata is the 
most harrowing of all premodern political narratives in the world: the Iliad, 
like the Rāmāyanā, is about a war far from home, the Odyssey about a post- 
war journey home, and the Aeneid about a war for a home. The 
Mahābhārata is about a war fought at home, and in any such war, both 
sides must lose.141    
 
Like the Mahābhārata, the Shāh-nāma also contains “wars fought at home,” and 
particularly portrays war as fratricide by positing familial ties between warring 
neighbors—which may be a clue to its effectiveness in linking new political formations 
with an imagined Iranian imperial past.142   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
140 Pollock 2006, 254: “In West Asia from 1000 on it was New Persian, elevated by brilliant works 
of literary culture (especially one of the first, the Shāh Nāmeh, which worked as a kind of 
Mahābhārata for linking the new political formation of the Ghaznavids with an imagined 
Iranian imperial past) and rich bureaucratic idiom.” 
 
141 McCrea 2013, 121: “Pollock is quite justified in calling it the ‘most harrowing of all premodern 
political narratives of the world’ (Pollock 2006, 225). 
 
142 It can be fruitful to compare the imaginal universes of the Sanskrit Mahābhārata and Firdausī’s 
Shāh-nāma.  To the themes of warfare as fratricide, we could add a few geographical 
phenomena as well.  In the cosmology of the Mahābhārata, Mount Meru looms large: many 
Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist texts take it as the center of the earth, surrounded by the cosmic 
ocean, and around which the planets turn.   In the Shāh-nāma, we find Mount Damāvand, 
where the first Persian king resided and where Farīdūn bound the demon-king Ẓaḥḥāk.  Mount 
Qāf also alluringly parallels the Mount Meru of the Sanskrit world through its location at the 
limits of the earth, its association with the primordial mountain range, and its connection with 
the North pole.  Besides the clear structural analogies, there is a piece of evidence to suggest 
that these concepts were once conflated.  In a fourteenth-century Mongolian manuscript 
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 Firdausī’s Persian epic describes the first political division of the world among the 
three sons of the Persian hero Farīdūn: one son is given the West; another is given 
China and the Turks of Central Asia; and the youngest brother, Iraj, is given Iran 
between the two.  After this division, the elder brothers become jealous of Iraj and 
conspire against him.  When confronted by his older brothers, Iraj offers them the 
throne of Iran without a fight.  But this innocent gesture angers his crazed brothers 
even more, and they bludgeon him to death.  The murder of Iraj infuriates their father 
Farīdūn, who destroys the elder brothers by supporting Iraj’s son, Manūchihr, against 
them.  As Manūchihr completes his revenge, the chapter ends by contemplating the fate 
of Farīdūn, the father who divided the world amongst his children only to see them kill 
each other.   
What are the political implications of these fictitious social relations?  
Importantly, this Manūchihr is the same Manūchihr mentioned in the previous section 
from whom Berūnī complained that Samanid rulers were creating false genealogies.  
That is, the Samanids were affiliating themselves with the reuniter of the Persian world 
in the Shāh-nāma.  But the root of Farīdūn's problem—the territorial dispute—depicted 
Iran as the most desirable location to rule, in part because of the unruliness of the 
Turks, the Chinese, and the Westerners (Arabs and Byzantine Greeks), which made 
them less desirable subjects.  Rather than simply categorizing the people of the world as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
fragment, Alexander (Sulqarnai, a transliteration of Alexander's Arabic epithet Two Horns, Dhū 
al-Qarnain) is described as ascending Mt. Meru (Sumeru) in order to view the world.  At the 
top, he wraps a golden strap around his waist and attempts to descend the mountain.  During 
his descent, the Garuḍa bird (garuḍi) criticizes his quest for immortality on Mt. Meru. The 
Garuḍa bird is an important figure in Sanskrit narratives as a mount for Vishnu.  And it is well 
known that Sanskrit-speaking Buddhists were a part of the rich Mongolian religious landscape. 
In the Mongolian story of Alexander, the Garuḍa bird is likely a conflation of the birds guarding 
Mt. Damāvand and the angel Isrāfīl, who warns Alexander about his impending death at the top 
of the mountain.  Though more examples of parallels between the Sanskrit epic universe and 
the Shāh-nāma can surely be adduced, to compare the differences in content would be quixotic 
at best.  For more information on the Mongolian Alexander narrative, see Boyle 1979. 
 
	   53	  
brothers, the theme of war-as-fratricide can be interpreted as circumscribed to the 
fraternity of aristocrats, warriors, and landowners.   
Alexander's Persian birth story also sheds light on the theme of fratricide.  In the 
Shāh-nāma and Ṭabarī’s History, after Darius impregnates Alexander’s mother and 
sends her back to Philip, he takes another wife and has another son, Darius II, a half-
brother of Alexander.  When Alexander and Darius II inherit their respective kingdoms, 
they remain ignorant of their blood relationship.  Eventually Alexander bridles at 
Persian control and refuses to pay tribute.  He musters an army and marches on Persia.  
Numerous battles later, Alexander defeats Darius II, who flees with two advisors.  The 
two advisors betray the Persian king and stab him.  As Darius II lies dying, Alexander 
gently receives his half-brother’s head in his lap and begins to weep.  Without being 
told, he already seems to know: “We are from one branch, one origin, and one cloth!  
Why should we rip out such roots for ambition?”143  In the spirit of reconciliation, 
Alexander takes Darius’s final requests: to kill his traitorous advisors and to marry his 
daughter, Raushanak.  With Darius’s blessing, Alexander’s marriage to this true Persian 
princess solidifies his claim to the Persian throne.   
For Berūnī, this story is the result of a linguistic misunderstanding in which a 
familial brotherhood was reverse-engineered to explain why Alexander called Darius II 
“my brother” (A. ‘akhī) when cradling his head while he lay dying.  In other words, 
Alexander was manufactured as the secret brother of Darius in order to fit this 
designation as “brother” in historical accounts of their battle.  Berūnī explains that this 
is just a manner of speaking between nobles, who refer to each other as brothers to 
demonstrate respect and equality of social position (taswiyya), not actual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
143 “Ze yak shākh o yak bīkh o pīrāhanīm 
    ba-beshī cherā tukhmah rā bar kanīm,”  
    Shāh-nāma, ed. Jules Mohl (Paris, 1888), 88.   
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brotherhood.144   Berūnī's use of the word, “equality” is particularly resonant, because 
the shuʿūbīs of the shuʿūbiyya controversy were often referred to as the “people of 
equality” (ahl al-taswiyya).  Echoing Berūnī, Mottahedeh has argued that such equality 
between aristocrats stood in sharp contrast to the democratic ideals associated with 
equality in today’s parlance. 145  Berūnī’s critique, therefore, raises the question of 
whether this brotherly equality was simply a brotherhood limited to the nobility.  By 
reading Berūnī against the grain, however, one could argue that if Alexander's use of 
"brother" was a manner of speaking limited to nobility required clarification, then it is 
highly possible that less careful readers—medieval or modern—would have elided these 
class distinctions.  In other words, Berūnī's careful scholarship did not prevent readers' 
from sympathizing and even identifying with the characters of the epic. 
 
The Arabic Shadow Cosmopolis  
One of the central challenges in conceptualizing the Persian cosmopolis lies in 
describing its relationship to Arabic, from which it borrowed most of its literary and 
analytical forms.  We might say that Arabic scholastic culture formed a shadow 
cosmopolis, haunting the claims to authoritative scholarship made in Persian while 
exerting a decidedly indirect influence on its core literary tradition of the epic.  This 
shadowy aspect of the Arabic cosmopolis does not mean that it was eternally present in 
some metaphysical sense, but rather—somewhat like the concept of a shadow 
government in the parliamentary system—it remained marginal to the central epic 
imperial imagination of the Persian cosmopolis, and nevertheless available to be elected 
as a critical alternative.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
144 Sachau 1923, 38.  
 
145 Mottahedeh 1976, 155.  
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Berūnī considered himself native to neither language.  Regarding Arabic and 
Persian, he claimed that “in both of these languages I am an interloper [or non-native 
speaker] (dakhīlun) and acquired them through formal study (li-hā mutakallifun )—and 
still I would rather be satirized in Arabic than praised in Persian.”146 By acquiring both 
languages through formal study, he had mastered both and belonged to neither.  And 
yet, he greatly preferred Arabic, especially for technical scientific and philosophical 
topics.  In a treatise on medicine written in 1040, Berūnī claimed that,  
One who has pondered a book of science (ʿilm) translated into Persian—how 
its luster leaves, how its condition is muddied, how its face is darkened, how 
it ceases to be of any benefit—will know the truth of my claim: the Persian 
language is not suitable for anything except stories of the Persian kings and 
nighttime stories.147   
 
Eventhough Berūnī clearly disdained Persian for its inability to render technical 
language in the middle of the eleventh century, the historical importance of "stories of 
the Persian kings" can scarcely be discounted.   
Berūnī's critique of Alexander's Persian birth is echoed in his critique of the 
formulaic claims made about Indian kings.  Regarding the ninth-century Kashmiri king 
Muktāpīḍa, Berūnī argued that, “According to their account he ruled over the whole 
world.  But this is exactly what they say of most of their kings. However, they are 
incautious enough to assign to him a time not much anterior to our own time, which 
leads to their lie being found out.”148  The difference with the Persian and the Indian 
kings, for al-Berūnī, is that Alexander made a historical claim to have conquered the 
world, which he could not so easily dismiss as the claims of the Indian king Muktāpīḍa.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
146 Bīrūnī 1973, 12: “fa-‘annā fī kul wāḥida dakhīlun wa li-hā mutakallifun wa al-hajw bi’l-ʿarabiyya 
aḥabba ilaiyī min al-madḥi bi’l-fārisiyya.” 
 
147 Bīrūnī 1973, 12: “sa-yaʿrifu miṣdāq qaulī man ta’ammala kitāb ʿilm qad naqala ilā al-fārisī 
kaifa dhahaba raunaqahu wa kasafa bālahu wa aswadda wajhahu wa zāla al-intifāʿ bihi idh 
la taṣlaḥu hādhihi al-lugha ilā li’l-akhbār al-kasrawiyya wa al-asmār al-lailiyya.” 
148 Stein, Rājataraṅgiṇī trans. p.131; cited in Pollock 2006, 249.   
 
	   56	  
Though he argued against Alexander's legitimate Persian kingship and his identification 
with the prophet Two Horns in the Qur'ān, he could not so easily dismiss the historical 
reality of Alexander's conquests.  
In Berūnī’s critique of Alexander's Persian birth story, we find another concern 
with “group feeling” and partisanship (taʿaṣṣub) regarding the science of chronology.  
By the end of the first millennium, it was common for historians such as Dīnawarī 
(d.894) and Ṭabarī (d.923) to make concordances of Persian and Arabic histories, 
integrating both sets of chronicles into a single narrative.149  According to Ṭabarī, “The 
history (ta’rīkh) of the world’s bygone years is more easily explained and more clearly 
seen based upon the lives of the Persian kings than upon those of the kings of any other 
nation…a history based upon the lives of the Persian kings has the soundest sources.”150 
Writing at the same time (and eventually in the same court) as Firdausī,151 Berūnī went 
far beyond the binary colligation of Persian and Arabic histories in his Chronology of 
Ancient Nations (998-1000).  He compared the calendars, chronologies and 
astronomical systems from multifarious religious and social groups: Arabs, Persians, 
Jews, Zoroastrians, Greeks, Sogdians, Khwarazmians, Nestorian Christians, 
Harranians, and Sabians.  After describing, “The Nature of the Eras and the Different 
Opinions of the Communities Concerning Them,” Berūnī declared that the subject of 
Alexander Two Horns disrupted the order (qāṭiʿan li’l-naẓmi) running through his 
chronicle, and therefore required attention.152  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 Tavakoli-Targhi 1996. 
 
150 Quoted from Tavakoli-Targhi 1996, quoted from Ṭabarī, trans. Rosenthal, 319.  
   
151 It is interesting to note that in the beginning of the eleventh century both Firdausī and Berūnī 
were ceded by different commanders to the court of the Turkic conqueror, Mahmud of Ghazni. 
 
152 “It is necessary to treat separately what happened concerning this issue of he who's named Two 
Horns, since it interrupts the order that my account of the chronicles was running along.” Lā 
budda min ḥikāyati mā waqaʿa fī mā’iyyah musammā’ hādhā al-ism aʿanā’ dhā al-qarnain 
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Before his discussion of Alexander's Persian birth story, Berūnī showed how 
Muslim and Persian conventions for measuring time did not always overlap neatly, a 
disjuncture that had serious political consequences.  For example, Nauroz, the first day 
of the New Year, is one of the most important holidays in the Persian calendar.  The first 
chapter of the Shāh-nāma relates how a primordial Persian king established the festival 
of Nauroz at the beginning of the year.  Feasts filled the world with music.  The Nauroz 
festival inaugurated three hundred years without sorrow, while the royal refulgence, the 
farr, radiated from the king.  Discussing the complications surrounding the position of 
Nauroz on the calendar, Berūnī tells us that taxes used to be collected on this day, since 
crops were sufficiently ripe at this time of year for farmers to pay a levy.   
The problem was that the Persian calendar required intercalation—the addition of 
extra months to the calendar—in order for Nauroz to return around the same time each 
year.  And after the Muslim conquests of Iran, the Islamic calendar, which did not use 
intercalation, became the official calendar.  In fact, according to Berūnī, intercalation 
was considered by some to be an infidel practice (kufr).  The result was that Nauroz 
kept coming earlier each year, to the point that the crops were not yet ripe when taxes 
were due.  When the Abbasid Caliph al-Muʿtaḍid (d.902 CE) realized this problem, he 
consulted a Zoroastrian priest and decreed that Persian months should be used 
throughout the realm, for which his subjects lavishly praised him.153  Unfortunately 
Caliph al-Muʿtaḍid died soon thereafter; and when the minister of the next caliph too 
was encouraged to change the calendar, his enemies slandered him by saying that he 
was a partisan to Zoroastrianism (yataʿaṣṣabu li’l-majūsiyyati).  The minister’s position 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
ʿalā ḥiddatin idh kāna dhālik fī khilāli mā kuntu fīhi qāṭiʿan li-l-naẓmi al-ladhī kāna yajri’ 
ʿalaihi dhikru al-tawārīkh,” ed. Sachau 1923, 36.  
 
153 Sachau 1923, 32. 
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was hurt by these attacks, and the problem persisted until the Caliph al-Mutawakkil 
intervened, restored the Persian calendar, and was hailed with acclaim.   
Berūnī did not directly comment on the fairness of this instance of partisanship—
that is, the plight of the minister who was politically vulnerable to the charges of 
Zoroastrian partisanship for attempting to reinstate intercalation for tax purposes—but 
he clearly viewed himself as a moderator between different kinds of partisanship: “He 
who abides my stipulation at the beginning of this book about cleaving to the middle of 
two extremes between exaggeration and disparagement, and the necessity of justice 
through circumspection, knows” 154  the truth of his claims.  The stipulation he 
mentioned in his introduction was instead a list of common causes of error: “such as 
obstinate custom, group feeling (al-taʿaṣṣub), rivalry, and wishful thinking (itibāʿ al-
hawā’).”155  In other cases, too, Berūnī had a remarkably principled aversion to group 
feeling and strove to name-and-shame those who succumbed to it.  For instance, on one 
hand, he criticized a Persian astronomer, Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, for showing partisanship 
to Persians in his adoption of certain aspects of their calendar.156  On the other hand, he 
chastised an Arab scholar, Ibn Qutaiba, for making exaggerated claims about the 
superiority of Arab astronomy—claims that Berūnī derided, since the ancient Arabs 
knew very little astronomy at all.157  At this time, he believed such even-handedness was 
more suited to Arabic than to Persian.   
 
Conclusion 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 Sachau 1923, 38: “man rāʿiā’ mā sharaṭatuhu fī awwali hādhā al-kitābi min al-wuqūfi ʿalā 
wasaṭi ṭarafāi al-tafrīṭ wa al-ifrāṭ wa luzūmi al-iʿtadāli li’l-iḥṭiyāt…” 
 
155 Sachau 1923, 38. 
 
156 Sachau, 1923, 52.   
 
157 Sachau 1923, 238.   
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Though the composition of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma was the founding act of the 
Persian cosmopolis (for it came to establish the imagination of ancient Persian Empire 
that distinguished premodern Persian literary culture from Arabic), most evidence 
indicates that the beginning of the eleventh century was not a robustly cosmopolitan 
moment, but rather a cosmopolitan-vernacular moment in which Persian was being 
developed from a regional language with authority in a limited number of disciplines 
into a trans-regional language with authority in a wide range of disciplines.  The 
controversy over Alexander's Persian birth story reveals a tension between local and 
trans-local identities that was characteristic of trans-regional culture-power in the 
Persian cosmopolis around the turn of the eleventh century CE.  Since Alexander's 
empire was the fullest articulation of a cosmopolis in the Shāh-nāma, his Persian birth 
story claimed a local Persian identity for his trans-local empire.  The story of 
Alexander's Persian name in Firdausī's Shāh-nāma also confirms the culture-power of 
local interests at a time when etymologies of names in Arabic philology played a large 
role in adjudicating cultural authenticity and supposedly true identity.  
On the eve of the completion of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma, Berūnī considered 
Alexander's Persian birth story to be part of a broader distortion of the historical record 
by Persians on account of their "group feeling" (taʿaṣṣub), a distinctly uncosmopolitan 
sentiment.  Berūnī attacked Persian “group feeling” in a number of ways—dismissing 
the Persian etymology of Alexander’s name; challenging Alexander's Persian birth; and 
arguing against Alexander’s half-brother relationship to Darius II.  For Berūnī, the 
Persians' "group feeling" was the same impulse that caused rulers to create false 
genealogies for themselves from the prose Shāh-nāma of Abū Manṣūr 'Maʿmarī'. By 
connecting the smaller problem of "group feeling" in Alexander's Persian birth story to a 
larger problem of rulers fabricating genealogical ties to Persian kings in the Shāh-
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nāma, Berūnī's critique reveals the real historical consequences of the newly literized 
Persian epic imagination.   
For the most part, Berūnī's argument for causation was mono-directional, 
originating in feelings and moving to text.  That is, in his account, Persian "group 
feeling" produced the narratives about Alexander's Persian birth.   But is it possible that 
the converse is also true—that these stories produced "group feeling"?  Drawing on 
Berūnī's insights, a remarkable parallel can be found between the Persian Shāh-nāma 
and the Sanskrit Mahābhārata around the theme of brotherhood and empire.  In one of 
the frame stories of the Shāh-nāma, the world ruler Farīdūn divides the world amongst 
his children, only to see them murder each other in a jealous rage.  Likewise, the frame 
story of the Mahābhārata depicts a world divided amongst the Pāndava and Kaurava 
brothers, who similarly fall upon each other in civil war.   In both of these epics, war was 
inherently fratricidal; the world was a house divided.   
In the Persian cosmopolis, Firdausī's epic was a central factor in the production of 
a medieval political culture around the imagination of a shared imperial past.  But was 
it possible for people to participate in the premodern Persian cosmopolis without 
"group feeling" as a Persian?  Or did the depiction of the world as brothers locked in 
combat create a feeling of sympathy for non-Persians as well?  This is a difficult 
question to answer, because there are few traces of the reception of Firdausī's text in the 
two hundred years after its reception.158 But there are some intriguing places to start 
looking.   
The next chapter discusses Niżāmī's Persian Alexander epic (1194), an event that 
coincides with a moment of greater trans-regionality of Persian literature and the 
imperial imagination, an important shift in the development of the Persian cosmopolis.  
The century before this event rulers in Anatolia began patronizing Persian poetry and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
158 Lewis 2015, 318-320. 
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adopting Persian imperial epithets.  Niżamī responded to this new universalization of 
Persian Empire by re-thinking Alexander's relationship to universal conquest, universal 
philosophy and universal religion.   In the process, Niżāmī made history by coining for 
Alexander the epithet Ṣāḥib-Qirān ("Lord of the Auspicious Conjunction") that shaped 
the ways chronicles and literature alike represented the Persianate world as a single 
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 Chapter 2)  Allegory: Niżāmī's Alexander (1194) and the Caucasus 
After the Saljuq Empire's patronage of Persian literary culture in Anatolia during 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries CE, the Persian epic was no longer a literary tradition 
of "Eastern Islam," but rather circulated through networks connecting Asia Minor, the 
Caucasus, Iraq, the Iranian plateau, Central Asia and north India.  Although the Persian 
epics had little penetration into certain Arabic-dominant regions (e.g. the Levant, the 
Hejaz, North Africa), a comparative literary history of the Persian epic provincializes 
Arabic159—not as an arbitrary gesture of malice against Arabic, nor as a misplaced 
gesture of Persian chauvinism,160 but rather as a critical re-assessment of medieval 
Islamicate literary cultures.  In the Arabic corpus, only the Qur'an could compare to the 
Shāh-nāma in terms of overall intellectual influence at this time.  But the Qur'an 
provided few models for empire, let alone an ancient imperial genealogy narrated in 
high dramatic fashion.161  Without the binocular vision provided by a comparative 
history of Arabic and Persian literature, this parallax shift has largely been unnoticed, 
unanalyzed, and untheorized by modern scholarship.     
The vague category "Islamic literature" flattens out the distinctive elements of 
Persian literary culture.162  For instance, a history of allegory for any Islamicate literary 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
159 In future research, I plan to account for quantitative indicators (e.g. population, geographical 
spread, manuscript production) and qualitative indicators (e.g. ideologies of ancient political 
genealogy, literary sophistication, influence on elite and popular imagination) in making this 
claim more robust. 
 
160 For a critique of Orientalist analyses tying Persian literary accomplishments to an essentialist 
construct of "the Persian mind," see Chapter one.   
 
161 Kruk 1997.   
 
162 Southgate 1976 argues that Niżāmī's second book of Alexander, the Iqbāl-nāma or Khirad-
nāma, should be seen as the same genre as Ḥunain ibn Isḥāq's ninth-century Arabic Kitāb 
nawādir al-falāsifa wa-l-ḥukama wa adāb al-muʿallimīn wa l-qudamā' and Mubāshshir ibn 
Fātik's eleventh-century Arabic Mukhtār al-ḥikam wa maḥāsin al-kilam, both of which provide 
brief anecdotes about philosophers and their sayings.  Southgate's categorization ignores style 
(epic verse), themes (the spiritual development of a universal king) and reception (thousands of 
manuscripts).    
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language other than Arabic is a major scholarly lacuna—a problem that has been 
acknowledged, but not addressed.163  In the same ways that premodern Arabic poetics 
did not have a clear and consistent category term for the genre of epic, it also lacked a 
term for allegory, instead relying on vocabulary for deriving wisdom (ḥikmat) from 
secrets (ramz) through analogy/reason (qiyās) in literature (adab).164  Perhaps the 
closest analytical term, striking similitudes (ḍarb al-mithāl), is a phrase that occurs 
twenty-seven times in the Qur'an to refer to parables and short allegories as a way for 
God to commune with mankind.165  The medieval theologian al-Ghazālī (d.1111 CE) 
theorized that striking similitudes was a way of connecting the two worlds: one 
spiritual, intellectual, and exalted (rūḥānī, ʿaqlī, ʿūlwā) and the other bodily, sensory 
and low (jismānī, ḥiṣṣī, suflā).166  Nevertheless, it rarely if ever referred to narratives 
other than the haggadic/qissaic aspects of the Qur'an167—nothing like Niżāmī's epic, for 
instance.168  
By focusing only on the roots of prose allegory in the Arabic works of Ibn Sīnā 
(known in Latin as Avicenna) (980-1037 CE) and Ibn Ṭufail (1105-1185 CE), scholars 
have largely overlooked the efflorescence of allegorical epic verse in medieval Persian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
163 Heath 2010. 
 
164 Heath 1993.   
 
165 Sands 2006, 37-38.   
 
166 Sands 2006, 38.   
 
167 I borrow the phrase from Rippin 1988, 1-22.    
 
168 As evidence for this dearth of Arabic allegorical writing and its lackluster reception in Arabic 
after the twelfth century, there are no surviving copies of Ibn Sīnā's Salāmān wa Absāl, which 
only survives in fragments as a part of a commentary by Naṣīr al-Dīn "Ṭūsī" (d.1274) and in a 
short chapter from Ibn Sīnā's Ishārāt wa al-Tanbīhāt, in which he writes that, "Know that 
Salāmān is a similitude coined for you [the reader] and that Absāl is a similitude coined for your 
degree in gnosis (ʿirfān), if you be one of its folk.  So decipher the secret (ramz), if you are able." 
(iv, 48-51) [trans. Heath] in  The Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd ed. s.v. "Salamān wa Absāl." 
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and Turkish literature (not to mention Awadhi, Dekkani, Hindavi, and Malay which are 
inevitably relegated to "South Asian or Southeast Asian studies" and generally fall 
outside the purview of Islamists in the Middle Eastern Studies mode).  Though Persian 
and Turkish are often described as "emerging" out of the Arabic literary tradition,169 a 
different metaphor is more suitable.  During the twelfth century, Persian epics eclipsed 
the Arabic literary tradition as the primary literary tradition for imagining Islamic 
empire and became the primary cosmopolitan language for the development of 
vernacular literary traditions in the Islamic world.  In the fourteenth century, the 
beginnings of Turkish allegorical epic literature responded directly to Persian epic 
models—after all, the main characters were mostly Persian kings.170     
 
Niżāmī and Newness 
The current chapter investigates a moment of literary newness: the composition of 
allegorical epic verse by Niżāmī (d.1209) of Ganja, a town in the Caucasus region.  
Niżāmī's Iskandar-nāma (The Book of Alexander) (1994) changed the way Islamic 
empire was imagined.171  By grafting allegory onto epic verse, Niżāmī articulated a new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169 Hodgson 1967; Heath 2010.  Important correctives are C. Hillenbrand 2003, Yildiz 2012.   
 
170 Some have argued that the first Ottoman Turkish history was an appendix to a Turkish version 
of the Persian Alexander epic. See Casale 2014. 
 
171 A noteworthy effort of modern philological study has gone into assessing the composition date 
for Niżāmī's Alexander epic and Niżāmī's death date.  The Bio-bibliographical survey of Persian 
Literature has a significant appendix in Volume 5, part 3 to the date and the patronage of 
Niżāmī's Persian Alexander epic.  Storey and de Blois argue that the Alexander epic was written 
prior to Haft Paikar (Seven Princesses), the story of the pre-Islamic Persian king, Bahrām Gūr, 
who visited the castles of seven princesses in a kind of spiritual ascent.  This focus on the 
author's organization and intentions tends to overlook the long history of reception of the texts, 
which places the Persian Alexander epic last in the series of his five masnavīs that came to be 
known as the Panj Ganj (The Five Treasures).  Any scholarly attention to the reception of the 
text is sorely lacking.  None of the nearly two dozen commentaries on the text has been studied 
in any monograph, though some of the commentarial notes by the eighteenth-century Indian 
philologist, Khān-i Ārzū, have been included in the late nineteenth-century translation by H. 
Wilberforce Clarke.   
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model for the Persian emperor as a perfect ruler whose spirituality was cultivated 
through discourse with ascetics as well as a saintly retinue of philosophers.172 Niżāmī's 
allegories crystallized a model of sacred Persian kingship based on mustering the 
blessings (barakāt) of ascetics played a major role in the court cultures of the largest 
early modern Islamic empires, including the Mughals, Ottomans, and Safavids.173  
Subsequent versions of the Persian Alexander epic were profoundly influenced by 
Niżāmī's intellectual reconfiguration of sacred kingship.174   
Unlike Firdausī's indirect invocation of the Qu'ranic Alexander narrative, Niżāmī 
directly invoked the exegetical tradition that identified Alexander with Ẕū'l-Qarnain 
(Two Horns), strengthening Alexander's connection to Islamic prophethood.  He 
allocated an entire chapter to the various interpretations of this epithet.175   The 
distinction between kingship and spirituality was clear in Niżāmī's work—as was his 
intention to combine them.  The poet found the opportunity to rhyme these two 
concepts while praising his own methodological innovation: 
I have placed the throne, with the customs of kingship (sulṭāniyān),   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
172 Burgel 2011 mentions that Niżāmī "must have known" the fates of Ibn Rushd and Suhrawardi, 
providing an important political context to his re-inscription of Greek philosophers within a 
philosophical framework.  Even if Niżāmī was unaware of these events, his spiritualization of the 
Greek philosophical tradition can be read as an argument for a system in which the rational 
mind apprehends spiritual truths without institutionalized religion nor even urban civilization.    
 
173 This is dealt with in more detail later in the chapter.  
  
174 Jāmī claimed in his literary history Bahāristān that "[Niżāmī's] virtues and merits are manifest 
and need no comment.  He has encased so many beauties, subtelties and truths in his book of 
the 'Five Treasures' that no other one could do the like.  No!  For such would lie beyond 
mankind's skill!" and in Nafaḥāt al-uns that "The Shaykh Niżāmī possessed full knowledge of 
the outward sciences and manners of this world...Although the majority of his works appear to 
be, on the surface of it, mere fairy-tales (afsāneh), from the point of view of Truth this was only 
pretext,—at once to unveil the Higher Truths, and to display the means of Knowledge thereof.  
The meaning of this is revealed by what the Sûfis or mystics have said: for those who seek 
Union, and are lovers of the Beauty of Truth the syllogism (dalīl) of His Existence is tantamount 
to His Existence itself, and to offer proof that one bears witness of Him is tantamount to bearing 
witness of Him." [trans. Barry 2004, 253-254]. 
 
175 "Dar īn-ke cherā iskandar rā ẕū'l-qarnain gūyand" (On the reason why people refer to 
Alexander as 'Two Horns')" Bakhtiari, 25.   
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at the top of the path of spirituality (rūḥāniyān).   
I have laid out a carpet in a new order. 
Upon it, I have advanced thought.176 
 
Niżāmī's model of spiritual perfection also had a distinctly occult sensibility.  
Niżāmī appears to be the first author to give Alexander the title Ṣāḥib-Qirān ("Lord of 
the Auspicious Conjunction"), an Islamicized form of an ancient Persian title conferring 
great astrological and cosmic significance.177  In the research for this chapter, it was 
discovered that Niżāmī was the first to attribute this title to Alexander,178 tightening the 
intellectual connection between literature, kingship, Alexander and occult knowledge.  
In Niżāmī's representation of the natural world, occult knowledge and magic were 
forces whose power ought to be controlled by kings.179  For instance, kings would be 
foolish not to maintain magicians (afsūn-garān) in their retinue.180  Ascetics, too, had 
the power to bring down fireballs from the sky.181  And they were not afraid to use it.   
Niżāmī's alterations to Firdausī's worldview did not emerge out of the ether.  
Rather, they responded to an important historical change between 1000 and 1200—the 
rise of Sufi hospices as political actors.  During this epoch, hospices came to possess 
large amounts of land as well as tax-free charitable institutions known as waqfs.  Sufi 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
176 sarīrī ba-āīn-i sulṭāniyān  
  zadam bar sar-i kū-yi rūḥāniyān 
  bisāṭī kashīdam ba tartīb-i nau  
  bar-ū kardam andesha rā peshrau.  
  Iqbāl-nāma, ed. Bakhtiari, 11, l.139-140. 
 
177 This will be argued in more detail later in the chapter.   
 
178 See later section, Niżāmī's Alexander: the First Ṣāḥib-Qirān. 
 
179 Bürgel 2000.    
 
180 Magicians were one of the six groups of advisors Alexander perpetually maintained in his 
retinue according to Niżāmī.   
 
181 Later in the chapter, I discuss at length an episode where Alexander visits an ascetic, who casts a 
fireball from the sky to breach the rampart of a castle controlled by highway robbers.   
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leaders known as shaikhs or pīrs garnered enough moral authority to grant at least 
nominal sovereignty upon aspiring rulers.182  The increased prevalence and robust 
institutionalization of Sufi orders in this period partly explains why Niżāmī emphasized 
Alexander's patronage of ascetics.  It also partly explains why Niżāmī's version of 
Alexander particularly resonated at times and places in which Sufi brotherhoods were 
central to premodern Islamicate empire, a topic discussed briefly in the conclusion of 
this chapter.   
Niżāmī’s Persian Alexander epic is a complex text, which challenges strict 
epistemological distinctions between “religious” and “secular” knowledge.  Recent 
studies have argued that the “advice for princes” genre of Persian literature is inherently 
secular.183 While much “advice for princes” has little, if anything to do with questions of 
religious doctrine—it fails to account for medieval Persian categories of knowledge, 
including what “secular” might even mean for this period.  For example, in Niżāmī’s 
Book of Alexander, “advice for princes” literature was a crucial component in 
Alexander’s development as a prophet, complicating its supposedly “secular” status. 
Sufism was a complex and nebulous social and intellectual phenomenon that defies 
ready categorization.184 Since there were so many definitions and ideas about what 
Sufism was, a simple litmus test remains elusive.  And since Niżāmī never uses the term 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
182 Sufi organizations appeared before the eleventh century, particularly in ribāṭs in North Africa 
and Iraq, but the first khānaqāh was said by the medieval historian Qazvini (d.1283 CE) to have 
been founded by Abu Said bin Abi'l-Khayr (d.1049 CE), who lived and died in Khorasan 
(roughly the North East of the Iranian plateau).  Regardless of the accuracy of this claim (which 
appears inaccurate in hindsight), Abi'-l Khayr is the author of the earliest treatise on the rules of 
behavior in a khānaqāh, which represented an important shift in the institutionalization of Sufi 
orders. See Böwering and Melvin-Koushki, " ḵānaqāh" Encyclopædia Iranica, (accessed 
November 2014).  For South Asian context in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Juzjani 
argues that Kings require the gaze of the mendicants for their fortune to be in the ascendant, see 
Juzjani I:442.  See Anooshahr 2014, 162.  
 
183 Yavari 2008, 67.   
 
184 Ernst 2012.  
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Sufism in his text, the term has largely been eschewed in this chapter in place of 
"asceticism" (zāhidī) and "sainthood" (wilāyat).   
Niżāmī was remarkably aware of these historical transitions.  He frequently 
contrasted the newness (nauī) of the poetry he composed with the ancient (kohan) tales 
he was re-telling.  In the Iqbāl-nāma, the second book of his Persian Alexander epic, 
which portrays Alexander's spiritual ascent to prophethood, Niżāmī titled a section "The 
Reason for Versifying this Book" (sabab-i nażm-i kitāb), which begins:  
In every period of time, the revolving of the age  
desires instruction in a new style. 
The old leading songs are unpalatable.  
Another tune is made new in the world. 
When the player starts a game,  
He brings forth an idol out from behind a veil. 
 With that idol, through magic,  
He steals the hearts of the people for a period of time.  
When old age shatters that idol, 
He brings forth another, younger, idol. 
In this manner, with new lines of poetry  
Ancient histories are made fresh.185 
 
When old literary models lose their allure, new literary idols are needed in order to 
restore their power of attraction through a kind of magic (afsūn-garī).  Already by the 
middle of the eleventh century, poets complained that stories about Alexander were 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
185 Niżāmī Baku 1947, 8:  
   ba-har muddatī gardish-i rozgār 
   zi ṭarzī digar khwāhad āmozgār 
  sar āhang-i peshīna kazh-rū kunad 
  nawā'ī digar dar jahān nau kunad 
  ba-bāzī dar āyad chū bāzī-garī 
  zi parda birūn āwarad paikarī 
  badān paikar az rāh-i afsūn-garī 
  kunad muddatī khalq rā dil-barī 
  chū pīrī dar ān paikar ārad shikast  
  jawān paikarī dīgar ārad ba-dast 
  badīn-gūna bar nau khaṭān-i sukhan 
  kunad tāza tārīkh-hā-yi kohan.  
  Baku 1947 lists five manuscripts which contain the variant "ornaments" (perāya) for the critical 
word "history" (tārīkh) in the final line of the selection.   
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worn out and losing their luster.186  The central metaphor of Niżāmī's passage is itself 
quite conceptually distinct from Firdausī's conceptual palate, with its emphasis on idols 
(usually the face of a female beloved) as objects of instruction, a distinctly Neo-platonic 
concept, and an important part of a spiritual worldview that became prominent during 
and after the eleventh century.  
   
Firdausī and Niżāmī 
Nearly two hundred years after Firdausī composed the Shāh-nāma in 1010 CE, 
Niżāmī composed the Panj Ganj (Five Treasures), the second most frequently copied 
epic cycle in medieval Persian after Firdausī's epic.187  As its name suggests, the Five 
Treasures was a collection of five tales in the rhyming couplets of the maṡnawī 
genre.188  The last two verse epics (Seven Princesses and the Book of Alexander) took 
stories from Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma and reframed them around allegories of spiritual 
ascent.  Whereas Firdausī depicted Bahrām Gūr as a Persian king involved in myriad 
picaresque adventures, Niżāmī framed the story of Bahrām Gūr as a spiritual journey in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
186 Julie Meisami translates the following lines from Farrukhi's qasida on Mahmud of Ghazni's 
campaigns against the Indian city of Somnath (1025-1026):  
  The tale of Alexander has become an antiquated legend; bring 
 forth new discourse, for the new has a different sweetness. 
  An ancient legend, a history full of lies is worthless; go, do 
 not exert yourself in telling lies. 
  The tale of where Alexander went, and what he did, has been 
 heard so much that people have forgotten it.... 
  If you would tell a pleasant and pleasing tale, take up the tale 
 of the world-ruler, and do not stray from it. 
     (Farrukhī 1932: 67) 
 
187 For a list, see Aḥmad Monzavī, Fihrist-i nuskhahā-yi khaṭṭī-yi fārsī vol. IV (Tehran, 1972-73), 
2685-96; Abu’l-Qāsim Rādfar, Kitābshināsī-yi Niẓāmī-yi Ganjavī (Tehran, 1992-93), 5-29; 
François de Blois, Persian Literature. A Bio-bibliographical Survey, Begun by the Late C. A. 
Storey, Vol. 2, (London, 1994); Vol.3 (London, 1997), 451-7;  Barry 2000.  
 
188 Makhzan al-Asrār (Treasury of Secrets), Lailā wa Majnūn (Layla and Majnun), Khusrau wa 
Shīrīn (Khusrau and Shirin), Haft Paikar (Seven Princesses), and the Iskandar-nāma (Book of 
Alexander).   
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which the king visits seven princesses each occupying a pavilion corresponding to the 
heavens of the Ptolemaic worldview, a cosmology parallel to Dante's journey through 
paradise with Beatrice in the Divine Comedy.  Scholars have noted that the architectural 
structure of the palace in the Seven Princesses is mirrored by Niżāmī's narrative 
structure and his conceptualization of the structure of the cosmos.189  In an otherwise 
technical bio-bibliographical survey of Persian literature, the author indulges in an 
uncharacteristically passionate assertion that Niżāmī's Seven Princesses has "a 
structural coherence and unity of purpose that I believe is without parallel in Islamic 
narrative literature.  It is Niẓāmī's masterpiece."190  But there is one remarkable 
parallel: Niżāmī's very next story.   
Niżāmī saved the weightiest story for last.191   In the final story of his Five 
Treasures, Niżāmī recounted the journey of the Persian King Alexander who travelled 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
189 Meisami 1995, xxv.   
 
190 Storey and de Blois 1994, 486.   
 
191 Through a large amount of philological research, de Blois and Storey adduced that the Iskandar-
nama was, in fact, not placed in the final position of The Five Treasures.  They argue that Haft 
Paikar was the last composed in the series.  They largely base this on a manuscript, which argues 
for "three" pearls having been made before this one (i.e. The Alexander epic).  However, I would 
argue that these three pearls could have referred to the three epics, leaving aside the loosely 
structured Makhzan al-Asrar, which was noticeabley different from the others for its lack of 
narrative coherence.  De Blois and Storey Niżāmī's decisions over nearly seven hundred years of 
reception, which has placed the Alexander epic at the end of The Five Treasures.  The meaning 
of Niżāmī's organization of his epics in this fashion was crucially changed through its reception 
and is not only rendered meaningful by the successful discovery of authorial intention.  Amīr 
Khusrau places the Āīnah-yi Sikandarī last amongst his Panj Ganj (Five Treasures).  Jāmī 
(d.1492 CE) also places the Khirad-nāma-yi Sikandarī last amongst his Haft Aurang (Seven 
Thrones).  Also, Niżāmī himself mentions the order of his stories when he says that after 
Makhzan al-Asrār, Laila wa Majnūn, and Khusrau wa Shīrīn:  
 
   When I finished with this story  
   I charged towards the Seven Princesses.  
   Now in the realm of poetry 
   I strike the drum of fortune of Alexander.  
    wa zīn qiṣṣa chūn bāz pardākhtam  
   sū-yi haft paikar furus tākhtam  
   kanūn bar bisāṭ-i sukhan-parwarī  
   zanam kos-i iqbāl-i iskandarī 
   Bakhtiyari 1993, 43. 
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the world, demanding tribute from its various peoples in the name of Islamic empire 
avant la lettre, and came to realize the philosophical ideals of a spiritually perfect 
ruler.192  To illustrate the stages of this journey, Niżāmī starkly divided Alexander’s life 
into two parts: the first, Sharaf-nāma (Book of Nobility), containing his political feats 
of world conquest and the second, Iqbāl-nāma (Book of Fortune), following his 
spiritual development.193   
If it is surprising how seamlessly Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma stitched Alexander into 
the long tapestry of ancient Persian kings, then it is equally surprising how emphatically 
Niżāmī, in contrast, distinguished Alexander from the other Persian kings and placed 
him on a pedestal—not only as the archetypal, perfect (kāmil) king, but also the perfect 
philosopher and the perfect prophet of Islam.  Whereas Firdausī crystallized 
Alexander’s image as a Persian world conqueror, Niżāmī re-imagined and re-defined 
the figure of Alexander as the universal soul through an allegory of philosophical and 
spiritual ascent in dialogue with Aristotle (arisṭū), Plato (aflaṭūn), Socrates (suqrāṭ) 
and others, including the (in)famous Hermes (hirmis).  
Since the Persian Alexander was a world-traveller (jahān-gard) and a world-
conqueror (jahān-dār), Niżāmī's Alexander epic indexed what was perceived as most 
universally relevant for his time—that is, what travelled—in this case, the most suitable 
allegory for the universal soul. As the art historian Michael Barry succinctly puts it, 
"Islamicized Neoplatonic and Gnostic symbolism describe the ordeal of the soul as an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
192 Bürgel 1992 argues convincingly that Niżāmī based this tri-partite model of human perfection 
on the philosopher al-Fārābī's description of the perfect city (al-madīna al-fāḍila).  However, 
beyond the very broad description of combining kingship, philosophy and prophecy in one 
person, it is not clear from his analysis whether Niżāmī borrowed much more from al-Fārābī's 
conceptualization.   
 
193 The Book of Nobility (Sharaf-nāma) describes Alexander’s feats as a world conqueror, and the 
Book of Fortune (Iqbāl-nāma) describes his development as a prophet of Islam. 
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earthly journey in the tracks of Alexander through the western desert—which represents 
this lower world—in search of the light of the fount of eternal life hidden in the 
wilderness, for to drink thereof will yield access to heaven."194 
Niżāmī’s robust spiritual role for Alexander was accompanied by a corresponding 
increase in the length of the story. In Firdausī’s version, the Alexander epic accounts for 
about five percent of the total text.195 By comparison, Niżāmī’s Alexander epic contains 
more than a third of the total number of lines in the Five Treasures.  The contrast is 
even sharper in absolute figures: For the Alexander epic, Firdausī composed around 
three thousand lines whereas Niżāmī composed more than ten thousand.196  Niżāmī, 
however, did more than simply add length to the story of Alexander.  As argued above, 
he also constructed an allegorical framework in which Alexander’s spiritual journey for 
immortality was combined with an intellectual journey for wisdom.  Though Firdausī's 
epic was a central reference, Niżāmī claimed to have collected narratives about 
Alexander from a variety of sources in a variety of languages.197  And through the 
alchemy of poetry (kīmiyyā-yi sukhan), narratives that were prose, marginal, and 
spurious became epic—grand, central, and self-evident.   
 
Allegory in Epic Verse: the Persian maṡnawīs 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
194 Michael Barry, Figurative Art in Medieval Islam and the Riddle of Bihzâd of Herât (1465-1535) 
(Flammarion, 2004), 299.   
 
195  Roughly 3,000 verses (out of between 50,000 and 60,000 verses, depending on the 
manuscript.) For more on verse count, Khaleghi-Motlagh.  For this discussion in for the 
importance of Islamic art, see Hillenbrand 1996. 
 
196 For the number of verses in the other stories in the Five Treasures, see Domenico Parrello, 
“ḴAMSA OF NEẒĀMI” in Encyclopedia Iranica, Accessed August 16, 2014.  The Iskandar-
nāma accounts for 10,500 verses out of 28,990 total. 
 
197 See section Two Horns, a Thousand Faces in this chapter. 
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The only study that systematically discusses allegory in medieval Islamic literature 
divides the tradition into four intellectual modes—fables, philosophy, Sufism, and 
allegoresis of the Qur'an—paying little attention to formal literary structures, genres, or 
language.198  Without distinguishing literary cultures by language (and thereby ignoring 
the distinctive qualities of the Persian epic), Niżāmī's production seems fairly 
unremarkable.  If one also ignores literary forms (e.g. verse epic) and themes (e.g. 
Persian kingship, Sufism), then there appears to be a continuity between Arabic and 
Persian allegorical literary traditions.  But whereas Arabic verse allegories were non-
existent, Persian verse allegory was de rigueur in the twelfth-century.199 That is, in the 
genre system of Islamic literature, allegory was distinctive, and almost uniquely 
represented in Persian after the twelfth century.  In fact, we only know of one of the 
most famous Arabic allegories, Ibn Sīnā's Salāmān wa Absāl through a thirteen century 
commentary.200  No complete Arabic manuscripts have survived.     
Niżāmī's maṡnawīs are the first Islamic epic verse allegories of tales from the 
Shāh-nāma.201  Because Niżāmī innovated an unprecedented genre for the Islamicate 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
198 Heath 2010, 85-86.  Though his scholarship is very solid on the whole, Heath repeats the 
misleading statement that "[Persian] replaced Arabic as the main literary language East of 
Mesopotamia."  The trope of Persian as the language of "Eastern Islam," however, has been 
challenged by scholarship that shows that Persian was the main literary language in Anatolia 
and the Caucasus as well from the end of the twelfth century.  See C. Hillenbrand 2003 and 
Yildiz 2012 for revisions.  
 
199 Storey and de Blois 1994, 446. 
 
200 The Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd ed. s.v. "Salamān wa Absāl" (P. Heath).  
 
201	  Maṡnawī (or, Arabic, mathnawī, derived from the Arabic word for "two," ithnain) is a category 
of narrative poetry in rhyming couplets, often organized around a series of loosely connected 
spiritually-enlightening anecdotes rather than a central plot or frame story.  Sanā'ī (d.1131CE) 
composed allegorical tales in his maṡnawī, Ḥadā'iq al-Ḥaqā'iq (Gardens of Truths), but these 
narratives—like Rumi's famous Maṡnawī-yi Maʿnavī (Spiritual Couplets)—do not have an 
overarching frame story.  Rumi (1207-1273) was a child when Niżāmī died in 1209 and so could 
not have influenced him anyway.  Farīd al-Dīn "ʿAṭṭār" (d.1231), on the other hand, was a 
contemporary of Niżāmī.  In many ways, ʿAṭṭār was more heavily indebted than Niżāmī to Sufi 
metaphysics and the master-disciple relationship for the structure of his allegories. His Ilāhī-
nāma (Treatise on the Divine), Muṣībat-nāma (Treatise on Affliction), and Manṭiq al-Ṭair 
(Canticle of the Birds), had allegorical frameworks of spiritual ascent and spiritual kingship.  
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world, he situated the importance of his work using a series of loose metaphors.202  In a 
verse quoted above, Niżāmī claims he "laid out a carpet (bisāṭ) in a new order (tartīb-i 
nau)."  But what is this new order?  In the second half of his Alexander epic, the Iqbāl-
nāma, the poet describes his method like this:   
I set up an idol house with knowledge  
scattered throughout every court [language]. 
First I built it upon a foundation 
so that the walls would be firm...203 
 
Nizāmī organized his Alexander epic along a three-fold allegory for Alexander's 
development of kingship, prophecy and wisdom as outlined by the ninth-century 
philosopher al-Fārābī's al-Madīna al-fāḍila (The Virtuous City), an Arabic translation 
and re-working of Plato's Republic.204 Towards the end of the first book, Niżāmī's 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
But Niżāmī's work had one critical distinction.  Niżāmī took Firdausī's epic and its distinctive 
meter, mutaqārib, and added the spiritual development of a single Persian king as an allegory 
for the journey of the universal soul. 
 
202	  Niżāmī's metaphor of a "foundation" for an "idol house" echoes the story of Bahrām Gūr in the 
Seven Princesses, in which the king learns from seven idol-like beauties (paikar) living in the 
seven domes of a cosmic palace representing the seven spheres of the Ptolemaic cosmology, a 
structural coherence that C.A. Storey lauded as a "masterpiece."  However, later Persian literary 
scholars found flaw in the overly rigid application of Niżāmī's allegorical schema.  A 
comparative view from the fifteenth century reaffirms the structural metaphorical 
interpretation of Niżāmī's Bahrām Gūr, but appears to challenge its desirability.  ʿAbd al-
Raḥmān "Jāmī" (d.1492), the master poet of Herat discussed in chapter four, appears to gently 
critique the organization of Niżāmī's epic, when he explains why he omitted the story of Bahrām 
Gūr from his collection:  
I have not talked about Bahrām Gūr. 
I did not plant a seed for that cypress tree in my garden. 
Since the construction of life (maʿmūra-yi ʿumr) went to dust, 
What benefit is the architecture (miʿmārī) of the Seven Princesses? [Trans. mine] 
Unlike Storey, Jāmī did not appreciate the elaborate allegorical structure of Niżāmī's Bahrām 
Gūr, but rather prefered the method of striking similitudes (ḍarb al-mithal) mentioned above.  
 
 
203 parākanda az har darī dāna-ī 
  bar ārāstam chūn ṣanam-khāna-ī 
  banā bar asāsī nihādam nakhust 
  ke dīwār-i ān khāna bāshad durust... 
  Bakhtiari 37. 
 
204 Bürgel 1995, 65-79.  
 
	   75	  
Alexander says that, “From each of the three wise men who scatter knowledge, I will 
plant a strong tree.”205 Niżāmī puns on the similarity between the Persian words for 
“wise man” (dānā) and “seed” (dāna), arguing that the seeds for a strong narrative and 
society grow from these three seeds.  The eighteenth-century philologist Khān-i Ārzū 
(d.1756) glossed the three wise men (dānā) as a metaphor for “political power, 
prophecy, and wisdom” (sulṭanat, paighambarī, ḥikmat).206  But Niżāmī does not 
slavishly stick to this three-fold allegory.  That is, the enchantment of the poetry comes 
from somewhere else.   
Niżāmī's use of Firdausī's epic meter, mutaqārib, made an important claim to 
authority, social standing and literary sophistication within Persian literary culture.207  
In the eleventh century, an advice manual claimed that "poetry (nażm) is kingship 
(pād-shāhī) and prose (naṡr) is the flock of subjects to be governed (raʿīat)."208 When 
Niżāmī composed his epics, Firdausī's Shāh-nāma was highly esteemed, appearing to 
encompass all forms of knowledge.209  In the conclusion to his Iskandar-nāma, the fifth 
of his Five Treasures, Niżāmī argued that the universal dignity of verse was necessary 
for a serious literary voice:  
In the world, every voice that is great 
has a world-pleasing style. 
If the style is without meter, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
205 man az har seh dānā kih dānā fishān 
   dirakht-i buraumand khwāham nishānd. 
 
206 Khiyāvar 2013, 185.   
 
207 In her 2013 review essay on the question of orality in the composition of the Shāh-nāma, Julia 
Rubanovich argues that verse (and literary form as opposed to oral performance) was perceived 
by Firdausī as essential for the survival of his work; for a discussion of idea of crafted or workly 
language as an inorganic and therefore immortal mimesis of an organic and mortal original in 
Persian literature, see Keshavmurthy 2013.     
 
208 Qābūs-nāma, ed. Ghulām-Ḥusayn Yūsufı ̄ 1996, 190.  
 
209 See Chapter One for discussion on Ibn al-Athīr. 
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where is the voice's greatness?210 
 
Verse, therefore, provided an intellectual distinction with an element of enchantment, 
which Niżāmī likened to magic (siḥr) and alchemy (kīmiyā).211 Previous studies have 
mostly categorized Persian narratives about Alexander as romance.212  But Niżāmī's 
formal imitation of Firdausī's verse style is more appropriately categorized as epic.  
 
Epic and Romance 
Niżāmī's Alexander epic is distinguished from the Persian Alexander romances in 
terms of style, theme and reception.  One could argue that all Alexander narratives were 
of the same genre system.213  Nevertheless, they contained vastly different formal 
stylistics and views of Alexander's character.  A blind sampling between Firdausī and 
Niżāmī's Alexander epics would require a sophisticated reader to distinguish them (for 
they had a shared meter, rhyme scheme, tone of high seriousness, and cast of 
characters). In contrast, it would have been nearly impossible for any reader or listener 
at any time to mistake Niżāmī's sophisticated rhyming couplets for the often ribald 
prose Alexander romances.  One scholar gently warns that, "monolithic categories of 
epic and romance are not rigid and should be used cautiously, especially in texts that 
are consciously trying to challenge the generic expectations of their readers."214   But 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
210 har āwāza kān shud ba-gītī buland 
  az andāza-ī būd gītī pasand 
  chū bewaznī bāshad andāza rā 
  bulandī kujā bāshad āwāza rā.  
  Bakhtiari 188, IN. 
 
211 Bakhtiari 1992, 155. 
 
212 Hanaway 1970. 
 
213 I borrow the term from Khan 2013.   
 
214 Sharma 2002, 113;  See Introduction.   
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Niżāmī was not trying to challenge the generic expectations of his readers.  He was 
attempting to distinguish his accomplishment with the addition of a new structure 
(tartīb-i nau) and a new style (ṭarz-i nau-ī) to Firdausī's epic verse.215   Niżāmī, 
therefore, was consciously trying to reinforce the genre expectations of his readers.    
 The two recensions of the Persian Alexander romance (as distinct from epic) are 
the Dārāb-nāma by Ṭarsūsī (ca.12th century) and an anonymous composition of a 
prose Iskandar-nāma from between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries.216  Though 
both of these texts are rich in their own way, and warrant further research, there are 
good reasons for not categorizing all versions of the Alexander narrative as the same 
genre.   
First of all, the romances are in prose, whereas according to many contemporary 
Persian authors, poetic meter marked the dignity of a literary work. Secondly, the 
manuscripts of Ṭarsūsī's Dārāb-nāma are based on an oral tradition and the prose 
renderings of that oral tradition.217  Every few paragraphs begin with a fixed expression, 
which are marked out for the storyteller.218  Thirdly, the manuscript corpus is vastly 
different between the romances and the epics.  Whereas there are only a handful of 
extant manuscripts of the romance tradition,219 there are thousands extant from the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
215 See section in chapter on "cultural newness".   
 
216 See "Dārāb-nāma" in EIr by William Hanaway.  Dārāb-nāma ed. Ẕabīh-allah Ṣafā 1965.   
Iskandar-nāmah, ed. Iraj Afshar 1964.  The unicum of the prose Alexander romance (Iskandar-
nāma), dated "betwen the twelfth an fourteenth centuries" has been translated in a much 
abridged form, see Southgate 1978. 
 
217 Gaillard 2009, 319.   
 
218 amā mu'allif-i akhbār wa guzāranda-yi asrār-i abū ṭāhir ṭarsūsī rawāyat mī konad ke... 
 
219 Despite internal evidence from the unicum discovered of a scribe who compared different 
manuscripts of the text, only two others have been found, see Hanaway Eskandar-nāma, EIr, 
who cites Semenov 1956.  It may indeed have been an important tradition, but when compared 
to the thousands of extant manuscripts in the epic tradition, a responsible scholarly distinction 
must be made.    
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epic tradition.220  Because of this, it is difficult to tell how widely disseminated the 
romance traditions were by oral performances and storytellers.221 The Alexander epics 
were the major tradition against which the romance positioned itself.  
Ṭarsūsī's Dārāb-nāma describes the courtly manners (or lack thereof) that disrupt 
the epic logic of Alexander's military and philosophical achievements in Firdausī's and 
Niżāmī's versions.222  Whereas Niżāmī largely portrayed Alexander as a monovalent 
paradigm of conduct (with one exception discussed later),223 the Persian Alexander 
romances puncture the epic fullness of Niżāmī's moral universe.224 Alexander is so 
antagonized and frequently humiliated in the Dārāb-nāma that one scholar has read it 
as a crypto-Zoroastrian text that preserves the community's anger at Alexander 
destroying Persepolis.225  Interest in the text was not limited to Zoroastrians or crypto-
Zoroastrians, however.  A beautifully illuminated manuscript was produced in the 
1580s at the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar (d.1605).226  Such a courtly reception 
does not negate the fact that certain scenes from the Dārāb-nāma would have been 
impossible to square with Niżāmī's epic sensibility.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
220 See Storey and de Blois 1994, 451-479;  The on-line Cambridge Shāh-nāma Project: 
http://shahnama.caret.cam.ac.uk/new/jnama/page/ 
 
221 Gaillard 2009, 319.  
 
222 For a more detailed discussion of the definition of epic, see the Introduction.   
 
223  I borrow the turn of phrase from Sheldon Pollock's introduction to his translation of 
Ramáyana, Book Two, Ayódhya by Valmiki, (NYU Press, 2005), xxix: "Rama and others are 
evidently designed to be monovalent paradigms of conduct." 
 
224 Lukàcs 1971, 6.   
 
225 Gaillard 2009, 328:  Gaillard suggests based on the name of  a copyist of a sixteenth-century 
manuscript that the Dārāb-nāma was maintained as a tradition by Zoroastrian communities in 
order to maintain the image of Alexander as an anti-hero.  
  
226 Welch 1978, 48-51.   
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The sexual politics of conquest are particularly striking in Ṭarsūsī's Dārāb-nāma.  
Alexander is portrayed as an occasionally weak, even stupid, conqueror227—and his 
"otherness" as a rūmī (probably imagined as from Anatolian Byzantium) is 
highlighted.228  Borān-dukht, the Queen of Iran and Alexander's eventual love interest 
(known as Raushanak in Niżāmī's version), takes a particularly heroic role in cutting 
Alexander down to size.  In contrast with Raushanak's seen-but-not-heard status in 
Niżāmī's epic, Borān-dukht's struggle for control with Alexander continues for multiple 
chapters as she colorfully withstands his advances.  In one of their early encounters, 
Borān-dukht insults Alexander by saying, "Would a falcon fly with an owl?"229—a 
cutting insult.  Since owls inhabit ruins, they were highly inauspicious signs of 
desolation.  Alexander asks his advisor Aristotle (arisṭāṭalīs) in despair, "Oh, wise one!  
How can anyone conquer this woman?" Aristotle replies, "One can only conquer her 
with trickery and traps.  If one tried to wage direct war, their goal would not be 
accomplished for a hundred years."230 These scheming cowards are not a particularly 
chivalrous duo.231   
Throughout the text, Borān-dukht represents authentic Persian-ness, chaste in her 
resistance of Alexander—her noble falcon to his ignoble owl—a portrait of Alexander 
that is starkly different from Alexander's monovalent infallibility in Niżāmī's version.  
Alexander's only recourse is to cowardly tricks. In a letter to Alexander, Borān-dukht 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
227 Gaillard 2009, 322.   
 
228 For the associations between Alexander and Byzantium, see Chapter 5.   
 
229 Ṣafā 1965, : Che bāz bā chughd parwāz kunand.  
 
230 Ṣafā 1965, 529: īn rā  ba-makr wa ḥīla tawān giriftan amā ba-jang agar ṣad sāl bi-nishīnī kārī 
na-tawān kard. 
 
231 Davis 2001, 58: "In keeping with his chivalric "ʿayyārī" status, Varqeh rejects what he sees as 
underhand military tactics, saying "I will not attack by night or plan ambushes/for a man is 
shamed by these two actions." nayāram shabikhun nasāzam kamīn/ k'az īn har do bar mard 
'ārist o nang. 
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challenges Alexander with melodramatic flourish, "Now why did you come here?  Did 
you think that I would be killed and then you could destroy Iran?"232 On the broadest 
cultural level, Ṭarsūsī's emphasis on Alexander's wholesale destruction of Iran contrasts 
sharply with Niżāmī's description of Alexander's targeted eradication of Zoroastrianism 
(rasm-i zardusht) and fire worship (ātash-parastī).233   That is, Alexander in the 
Persian Alexander romance could be interpreted as the enemy of Iran (Irān-zamīn) as a 
whole, rather than merely the religion, which was antithetical to Islam anyway.   
 
Ascetics and Power  
In a chapter titled, "How Alexander conquered the fort of Derbent with the prayer 
of an ascetic,"234 Niżāmī opens the scene with a political problem.  Alexander's armies 
have thus far followed him on multiple campaigns and demonstrated their loyalty at 
every possible opportunity.  And yet they feel slighted.  They complain to Alexander that 
he curries favor with ascetics (zāhid-nawāz) instead of respecting their force of arms, 
the real driver of his many military victories.235   Alexander does not reply right away, 
but rather bides his time.  While he thinks, another problem arises.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
232 Ṣafā 1965, 529:  
  aknūn tū ba-che kār āmada-ī?  Pindāshta-ī ke marā ba-kushtand tā tū īrān rā kharāb kunī?" 
 
233 In the first four lines of Niżāmī's chapter on, "The Summary of the History of Alexander in One 
Page," (fihrist-i tārīkh-i Iskandar dar yak waraq), the poet writes:  
   On every throne that he placed his foot  
   He preserved the rites of the Ancient [kai] kings.  
   Except the customs of the fire-worshipping Zarathustra 
   He did not leave aside any other customs.   
 
   ba har takht-gāhī ke bi-nihād pai 
   nigah dāsht āīīn-i shāhān-i kai 
   ba-juz rasm-i zardusht-i ātash-parast 
   na-dād ān digar rasm-hā zi dast.  
   Dastgirdi 654, l.143. 
 
234 Gashūdan-i Iskandar dizh-i darband rā bah duʿā-yi zāhid Dastgirdi 1386, 763.  
 
235 turā fatḥ-o ferozī az lashkar ast  
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Highwaymen have gained control of the fort in Derbent, a city in the Caucasus.  
When Alexander's army tries to engage them in open battle, the highwaymen retreat 
back to the protection of their fort.  The army lays siege to the fort with mangonels and 
catapults to no avail. Niżāmī likens the army attacking the fort to children throwing 
walnuts at a dome.236  When his generals complain that they have exhausted every 
possible measure, Alexander asks if there are any hermits in the area who have subdued 
their own earthly desires.  He is told that there is such a devout worshipper who lives in 
a cave somewhere and eats only grass.237   
Alexander visits the cave and to his surprise, the hermit recognizes the visitor as 
Alexander from the aura of his imperial majesty alone.238  Alexander sits on his knees in 
deference to the ascetic, takes his hand and asks how the ascetic was able to recognize 
him.  The hermit says, "May your star be in the ascendant, adorned with the power of 
your fortune!  I recognize the king in the same way that everyone recognizes the moon 
at night.  You are not the only one with a mirror.  In my heart, there is also a 
mirror239...So why did you come to my cave?"  Alexander replies, "Oh master who has 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
   tū zāhid-nawāzī sukhan dīgar ast  
   bah shamshīr bāyad jahān rā gushād 
   tū az nek-mardān che ārī ba yād? 
   Dastgirdi 1386, 764.   
 
236 chū ʿājiz shudand andarān tākhtan 
   waz-ān jauz bar gumbad andākhtan.  
   Dastgirdi 765.   
 
237 ke az gosha-dārān darīn gosha kīst? 
   ke bar mātam-i ārzū-hā garīst? 
   yakī guft k-ai shāh-i dānish-parast 
   parastash-garī dar fulān ghār hast 
   ba kas rū-yi na-numāyad az hech rāh 
   kunad bī niyāzī ba mushtī giyāh. 
   Dastgirdi 1386, 765, v.784. 
 
238 ba nūr-i jahān-dārī-yi ou rā shinākht. 
    Dastgiridi 1386, 766, v. 786. 
 
239 agar zān-ke bishnākhtam shāh rā  
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seen the world (pīr-i jahān-dīdah), I was obliged to come.  The Lord has created iron in 
two halves and divided them between us.  From these halves, he fashioned a key for you 
and a sword for me.  With the iron (āhan) of a world-illuminating sword, I render 
justice in the middle of the day.  You can render this justice too in the middle of the 
night if you aid me by turning the key and ending this conflict."   When the ascetic heard 
this, he took matters into his own hands by blowing into the sky and summoning a 
mangonel-like force to obliterate the wall of the fort.  Alexander's generals rejoiced, yet 
Alexander chastened them: "After shamefully forsaking ascetics before, how can you 
show your faces now?" 
Niżāmī's message is clear:  Ascetics wield a tremendous amount of power to solve 
military and political problems—sometimes in a single breath.  In Niżāmī's 
dichotomization of power, the iron metaphor, armies have swords and ascetics have 
keys.  In Niżāmī's dichotomization of wisdom, the mirror metaphor, Alexander has a 
mirror in his hand and the ascetic has a mirror in his heart.  Alexander's mirror reveals 
the physical world—kingship views the external world.  The ascetic has polished his 
heart into a mirror for contemplation of the next world—sainthood views the internal 
world.  Together, kings and ascetics bring justice to both worlds.  Kings maintain justice 
during the day when the soul battles its terrestrial desire and ascetics regulate the 
spiritual world of the night when the soul soars, freed of its earthly binds.240  And yet, in 
Niżāmī's political universe, unlike Firdausī's, the military power of kingship 
(sulṭāniyān) and the spiritual power of ascetics (rūḥāniyān) are from a singular iron.  
As Azfar Moin so eloquently put it, "in the post-Mongol period, the institution of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
   shināsad ba shab har kasī māh ra 
   nah āīīnah tanhā tū dārī ba dast 
   marā dar dil āīīnah-ī nīz hast. 
   Dastgiridi 1386, 766, v. 787. 
 
240 Barry 2004, 155. 
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kingship became locked in a mimetic embrace with the institution of sainthood."241  But 
what kind of mimesis are we talking about here?  Saints and kings beheld each other in 
the mirror of literature.  
 
Two Horns, a Thousand Faces 
Niżāmī found a large number of sources about Alexander's life with conflicting 
information that the poet strove to synthesize into an intellectually coherent 
representation of Alexander. It seems reasonable to speculate that he wanted to 
produce the primary reference for future generations of Persian readers.  And in many 
ways, he succeeded.  In the following passage, Niżāmī articulates his scholarly 
ambitions: 
I set up an idol house with knowledge  
scattered throughout every court [language]. 
First I built it upon a foundation 
so that the walls would be firm... 
When I was putting together this story, 
The poetry came out straight, but the path was winding.  
I did not find the impressions left by that horizon-wandering  
king depicted in a single manner.  
Words that, treasure-like, were piled pell-mell,242 
Scattered throughout each text. 
I took the things of value from each text  
And adorned them with poetic meter.  
I selected the good from each treatise, 
much from the new histories, 
Jewish, Christian and Pahlavi Persian. 
From every husk, I took the pith.  
From language upon language, I furnished treasure.  
From that sum, I rendered the best of the lot, 
So that anyone who knows these languages 
Will not bloviate with objections.243 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
241 Moin 2010, 5.   
 
242 I thank Prashant Keshavmurthy for his suggested translation of this line, which I have used.   
 
243 parākanda az har darī dāna-ī 
  bar ārāstam chūn ṣanam-khāna-ī 
  banā bar asāsī nihādam nakhust 
  ke dīwār-i ān khāna bāshad durust 
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The opening metaphor of the "idol house" and its "foundation" can be read as a 
reference to the distinctive narrative structure of his Alexander epic.  After he describes 
his "foundation," he describes his difficulty in reconciling the different narratives about 
Alexander, his process of selecting them and "adorning them with poetic meter," (a 
non-trivial process that had an important effect of ennobling the sources and gilding 
them with literary value).  Stories about Alexander existed in so many different 
languages with many different traditions that the most universally acceptable story had 
to be constructed with research, scholastic synthesis and a touch of literary 
connoisseurship.  
The Persian Alexander epics may, in fact, be some of the most invitingly 
comparable stories in Persian literature, not least of all because the authors compared 
themselves to each other, heaping praise on their predecessors while also creating 
intellectual space for their own compositions.244  Niżāmī argues that he maintained the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
   ... 
   chū mīkardam īn dāstān rā basīch 
   sukhan rāst-rau būd-o rah pech-pech. 
   aṡar-hā-yi ān shāh-i āfāq-gard 
   na-dīdam nigārīda dar yak naward 
   sukhan-hā ke chūn ganj ākanda būd 
   ba-har nuskhatī dar parākanda būd 
   zi-har nuskha bar dāshtam māya-hā 
   bar-ū bastam az nażm pīrāya-hā 
   ziyādat zi tārīkh-hā-yi nau-ī  
   yahūdī o naṣrānī o pahlawī 
   guzīdam zi har nāma-ī naghz-i ou 
   zi har post bar dāshtam maghz-i ou 
   zabān dar zabān ganj pardākhtam  
   az ān jumla sar-jumla-ī sākhtam 
   zi har yak zabān har ke āgah buwad 
   zabānash zi bīghāra kotah buwad.  
  Bakhtiari 37.   
 
244 In the Makhzan al-Asrār, Niżāmī mischievously suggests, "Since I have remained amongst the 
ranks of those who have come before me, I have a reached a stage just a little bit ahead of them." 
man ke darīn manzil-ishān mānda-am 
   marḥala-ī peshtarak rānda-am.  
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"right" or "truth" (ḥaqq) of Firdausī's epic, emphasizing his new style (ṭarz-i nauī) 
instead.245  But there were thematic—one might say "factual"—discrepancies as well, 
particularly concerning Alexander's genealogy (nasab).  
Firdausī claimed Alexander's father was the Persian king Darius I (dārāb) (and 
therefore a legitimate heir to the Persian throne).   Niżāmī contended (correctly, in fact) 
that Alexander's father was Phillip of Macedon.246  In Niżāmī's perspective, Alexander's 
Macedonian heritage never threatens his status as a legitimate Persian king.  After all, 
Alexander marries Darius's grand-daughter, Raushanak, and continues the dynasty 
through his bride. Niżāmī's perspective appears to emerge from a different theory for 
the relationship between kingship and culture.  By removing the essential connection 
between heredity and kingship, Niżāmī emphasizes the preservation of customs as the 
most essential component of kingship.  In other contexts, he argues for a theory of 
cultural modes (āīīn) that can be imposed like "the imprint of a seal upon wax," such as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
   Dastgirdi 1373, 17; Rubanovich 2013, 224: "One of the cornerstones of literary composition in 
the Persian domain ...[is] the competitive and contentious relation of a creator to his/her 
precursor(s) in the field.  This relationship is of a dialectical nature: on the one hand, it implies 
contiuity and admiration for the forerunner (hence, Firdausī's referring to Daqīqī as rāhbar, 
'guide'); however, on the other hand, it is permeated with the conscientious and persistent 
search for literary (poetic) self-identification, which frequently involves a dire struggle for poetic 
superiority (hence Firdausī's well-know affirmation of the weakness of Daqīqī's one thousand 
verses)." 
 
245 sitānī ba-dān ṭās-i ṭūṣī nawāz 
   ḥaqq-i shāh-nāma zi maḥmūd bāz.  
   Bakhtiari 20. 
 Prashant Keshavmurthy helpfully provided the following interpretation in a personal 
correspondence: ""Ḥaqq" here could translate as "recompense" i.e. "Regained the Shahnama's 
recompense from Maḥmūd". Niżāmī seems to be arguing that whereas Firdausī was 
shortchanged by Maḥmūd, he - Niżāmī - will regain what was rightfully Firdausī's. This is then a 
double gesture that honours Firdausī even as it claims a prize for Niżāmī, artfully placing Niżāmī 
as both an inheritor and superior."  
 
246 durust ān shud az gufta-yi har diyār 
   ke az Fīlqūs āmad ān-shahriyār.   
   Bakhtiari 46.   
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when Alexander revived the customs of the ancient Persian kings while simultaneously 
training the army in Greek [Byzantine] techniques. 247     
For Niżāmī, universal kingship required universal knowledge and universal 
language.  Unlike Firdausī who advocates for a blood-based dynastic definition of 
Persian-ness (for Alexander, at least), Niżāmī ties Persian imperial culture to the 
translation of universal knowledge.  During the first part of the Iqbāl-nāma, Niżāmī 
discusses a process for Alexander's scholarly patronage that bears a remarkable 
resemblance to Niżāmī's own scholarly method mentioned above: 
[Alexander] found language for the signs of leadership 
in Greek and Pahlavi and Dari. 
From those Persian records of the Kings 
Which were in his memory like running water and 
From the other languages of every land, 
Whether of the Ionian (yūnānī) or Byzantine (rūmī) type, 
He ordered all of those philosophers 
To translate that which was knowledge. 
... 
The first manuscript he bound with reason 
Is the book that contains the world. 
The next collection formed the spiritual secrets (ramz-i rūḥāniyān) 
By which the Greeks remain as if alive today.248 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
247 The Shah of Rūm [Byzantium] refreshed the Ancient [Persian] customs 
   The world was filled with the noise of kettle drums. 
   The army was adorned in the mode of Rūm [Byzantium] 
   Like the imprint of the seal upon wax.  
  
   shah-i rūm rasm-i kayān tāza kard 
   zi naubat jahān rā pur āwāza kard 
   bar ārāst lashkar ba-āīn-i rūm 
   chū ārā'ish-i naqsh bar muhr-i mūm. 
   Bakhtiari, 58 SN. 
 
248 sukhan rā nishān just bar rah-barī 
   zi yūnānī o pahlawī o darī/ az ān pārsī daftar-i khusrawān 
   ke bar yād būdash chū āb-i rawān 
   zi dīgar zabān-hā-yi har marz o būm 
   che az jins-i yūnān che az jins-i rūm 
   ba-farmūd tā fīlsūfān hama 
   kunand ān-che dānish buwad tarjuma 
   ... 
   nakhustīn ṭirāzī ke bast az qiyās 
   kitabīst kān hast gītī-shinās 
   digar daftar ramz-i rūḥāniyān 
   kazū zinda mānand yūnāniyān. Bakhtiyari IN, 21.  
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Alexander's patronage of "the book that contains the world" (kitābīst kān hast 
gītī-shinās) makes a claim to universality that is closely tied to the rehabilitation of 
Greek philosophy as spiritually beneficial, suggesting that its continued afterlife and 
relevance is proof of its divinity (defined as that which is eternal).  Part of this divine 
status for Greek philosophy comes from Niżāmī's understanding of Alexander's mission 
to unify opposed forces, a kind of monotheistic cultural logic for a world divided 
politically between East (mashriq) and West (maghrib): Persia and Greece.     
Niżāmī's epithet for Alexander, Ẕū al-Qarnain (Two Horns), had numerous 
associations with an abstract concept of synthesis: making two into one—which is not 
entirely suprising, since it derives from the Arabic verb, qarn, "to bring together; to 
yolk."  Niżāmī spends a chapter discussing the various possible explanations for why 
Alexander was called Ẕū al-Qarnain.  Many of those reasons had to do with a cultural 
process of unification.  The first reason given for his name is the most widely held one: 
Alexander conquered East and West, that is, Greece (rūm) and Persia (fārs), and 
brought the people together. 249   Niżāmī probably borrows (without direct 
acknowledgement) from Arabic texts such as al-Thaʿālibī (who himself was a compiler 
of sorts in common premodern scholastic mode) for many of the other possible reasons: 
Alexander wielded a sword with two hands; he had two long locks of hair down his 
back; in a dream he captured the sun with two rays; he lived two hundred years.  All of 
these names come from the various meanings of qarn: horn, lock of hair, sun ray, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
    
 
249 "His name was the possessor of two horns 
     because he bridled both East and West."  
     ke ṣāḥib dū qarnash ba-d'ān būd nām 
     ke bar mashriq o maghrib āwurd gām.   
     Dastgirdi 1386, 887.   
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century, or metaphorical variations thereof.  But for all of this high rhetoric, Niżāmī 
adds some balance by sharing an odd story that seems closer to the romance tradition. 
Niżāmī begins by giving the most cosmically perfect representation of Alexander.  
In the Kitāb-i Alif (Book of Thousands), the famous astrologer Abū Maʿshar (d.866 CE) 
argues that when Alexander ruled, people considered him to be flawless.250  As a result, 
in the Greek paintings of him, there was an angel adorned in lapis lazuli and gold on 
each of his shoulders.  Along with these paintings, stories of Alexander's perfection were 
spread from Greece (yūnān) to other countries at the hands of Byzantine artisans (dast-
kārān-i rūm).251  However, when the Arabs (ʿarab) heard this story, they looked at the 
paintings and found a very different picture, that is, they mistook the angels for 
horns.252  From this perspective, the Arabs fell into error when they called him Two 
Horns.253   
Niżāmī's etymology for Alexander's epithet, therefore, serves a few purposes.  It 
allows for the possibility of any of these explanations while placing emphasis on the 
messianically large unification of East and West.  It also includes a critique of "Arabs" 
for misunderstanding Byzantine paintings of Alexander.  Then, perhaps to add a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
250 digar gūna goyad jahān fīlsūf 
     abū maʿshar andar kitāb-i alif  
     ke chūn bar sikandar sar āmad zamān  
     na-būd ān khalal khalq rā dar gamān.  
     Dastgirdi 1386, 887.  
 
251 zi yūnān ba dīgar sawād uftād 
   ḥadīṡ-i sikandar badū kard yād.  
   Dastgirdi 1386, 887.   
 
252 ʿarab chūn ba-dān dīda ba-gumāshtand 
    sikandar digar ṣūrat angāshtand 
    gamān būdashān kānche qarn-ash dar ast 
    nah farrukh firishta ke iskandar ast.  
    Dastgirdi 1386, 887.   
 
253 azīn rū-ī dar shubhat uftāda-and 
   ke ṣāḥib-i do qarnash laqab dāda-and. 
   Dastgirdi 1386, 887. 
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wrinkle of human interest to the anodyne "monovalent paradigm of conduct" presented 
by the Byzantine craftsmen (who along with their paintings spread stories with 
excessive adulation of Alexander), Niżāmī relates a rather odd tale in which Alexander 
received his epithet Two Horns because he had two large ears that were hidden 
underneath his enormous gold crown.  
Nobody knew about Alexander's large ears except for his barber.  And then one 
day, his barber died and he needed a new one.  When the new barber came and saw his 
huge ears, Alexander made him swear not to tell anyone.  The new barber swore and 
kept the secret hidden.  But the secret weighed on his heart.  When he was out on a walk 
from the castle, he came to a cave with a deep well and gave a cathartic yell, "The 
emperor of the world has big ears!"  Feeling much better he walked home slowly.  Little 
did he know that the echoes of that yell had embedded themselves in the water of the 
well and were implanted in a nearby reed thicket.  A shepherd, ambling down the road, 
happened to see the reed thicket and as shepherds are wont to do, plucked a reed and 
began to play it like a flute.   
As it happens, Alexander was also out for a walk when he heard the shepherd 
playing the reed flute from a distance and was shocked to hear his secret: "Alexander 
has big ears!"  Alexander ran to the shepherd and said, "Where did you get this reed 
flute?"  And the shepherd said, "From the reed bed down by the cave." Alexander 
rushed back to the palace and summoned the barber.  "Who did you tell about my ears?!  
If you tell me, you'll be as free as a swift cloud.  And if not, a flood of swords will take 
your head!"  The barber saw he had no choice, but to tell the truth and confess, "I only 
yelled it in a cave, your majesty.  And if I'm lying, God take my soul."  Alexander saw 
that the barber was telling the truth and forgave him.  The king of the world was left to 
ponder the moral that, "nobody's secrets remain hidden for long." 
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It is quite a strange story to come on the heels of the etymologies of Alexander's 
epithet—one that appears to challenge Alexander's epic monovalent paradigm of virtue.  
Perhaps it was meant as a way of saying, "nobody's perfect."  Perhaps, more 
conspiratorially, it was intended to underline the folly of the Arabs' mistaking 
Alexander's angels for horns, a folly whose truth was bound to reemerge.   Or perhaps it 
was meant as comic relief from a ponderous scholastic exercise in etymology.  But 
Niżāmī's dubious source for this story may hold a key to its interpretation.  Niżāmī says 
he was told this story by a "wise lord" (khudāvand-i hosh), which clearly distinguished 
it as oral tradition with less authority than the epic mode of the rest of the narrative, 
evidently based on scholarship of written works.254  One story does not a romance 
make.   But Niżāmī leaves the question open ever so slightly.   
Firdausī, Niżāmī, (and Amīr Khusrau—discussed in the next chapter) are careful 
to emphasize that their epics were produced after considerable research and 
scholarship. Though Niżāmī's identification of Alexander with Ẕū al-Qarnain was a 
common interpretation of the Qur'ān at the turn of the thirteenth century,255 it was 
contested in subsequent Alexander epics.  Contra Niżāmī, Amīr Khusrau (d.1325) 
argued that he has done research (taḥqīq karda shuda) and discovered that Alexander 
was not, in fact, a prophet, but rather had dominion (wilāyat), a concept with a distinct 
ambiguity between sainthood and kingship.256  Such displays of scholasticism girded 
their narratives with authority unavailable to the romance genre.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
254 Doufikar-Aerts, the pre-eminent scholar of the Arabic Alexander romance, relates a very similar 
tale, which has been passed down in the oral tradition of Afghanistan.  One wonders whether the 
grandmother she interviewed perhaps heard the story from someone who was familiar with 
Niżāmī.  See Doufikar-Aerts 2012, 70-71.   
 
255 For a discussion of theological arguments about these passages, see Chapter 1. 
 
256 The ambiguity between Persian political and spiritual apparati (dargāh, meaning both court and 
Sufi shrine) and (wilāyat, meaning both political dominion and sainthood) was a conceptual 
foundation of Amīr Khusrau's own Chishti Sufi order in north India.   
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Niżāmī's Alexander, The First Ṣāḥib-Qirān, Bringing the World Together 
Recent historical scholarship on medieval Islamicate culture has tended to 
overlook key differences among the Persian Alexander epics. Azfar Moin's rich 
monograph The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in Islam stands 
tall as one of the most important contributions to the study of Mughal history in the 
past decade, arguing that many marginalized forms of occult knowledge (astrology, 
millennarianism, letterism, and alchemy) were central to the imperial imagination of 
the Mughals and the Safavids.  
Moin demonstrates how Tīmūr-i Lang (d.1405 CE), known in English literature as 
Tamerlane, became an historical reference point for the Safavid and Mughal imperial 
ideologies as the Ṣāḥib-Qirān, "the Lord of the Auspicious Conjunction"—a title which 
was often used in the medieval and early modern periods, but whose astrological 
provenance (the conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter) and its attendant millennial 
implications had not been well described by modern scholars. As an intellectually 
ambitious scholar, Moin declares his intention to recover the millennial epistemology of 
early modern Iran and India.257  And yet, literature is noticeably underexplored as an 
aspect of this episteme.258  Even major literary models for Tamerlane himself—such as 
Alexander—are unexamined as the masterpieces they were held to be, but rather 
categorized insipidly as "mythical" representations.259   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
257 Moin 2010, 10: "The inner workings and principles of classification of this [complex science of 
the millennium], however, are barely within our mental grasp.  This form of knowledge belongs 
to a forgotten episteme.  The burden of this study is to recover this millenial epistemology and to 
show how it constituted both elite and popular worldviews in early modern Iran and India."     
 
258 The connection with the occult and literature was as distinct as might seem from the perspective 
of a modern episteme: Niżāmī was particularly invested in the "alchemy of poetry" (kīmiyā-yi 
sukhan), which was picked up by Amīr Khusrau a century later, see chapter 5.   
 
259 Moin 2010, 52.   
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Through original manuscript research in the British library, Moin showed how 
Tamerlane's title Ṣāḥib-Qirān was astrologically associated with the "world-conqeror 
Alexander, the Two-Horned," in a preface to an important chronicle of Timur's reign.260  
Nevertheless, he does not ask where Alexander acquired this title of Ṣāḥib-Qirān.  He 
mentions Firdausī's Shāh-nāma which "kept alive many pre-Islamic Iranian 
cosmological concepts."261 But Firdausī does not refer to Alexander as Ṣāḥib-Qirān. 
Niżāmī was the first author to use the title Ṣāḥib-Qirān.262  It comes at a crucial 
moment in the narrative during which Alexander attains prophethood.  It may have 
even been connected to Alexander's title, Ẕū al-Qarnain, for Qirān (conjunction) and 
Qarn (horn, yoke) come from the same Arabic root.  Niżāmī translates Ẕū al-Qarnain as 
Ṣāḥib-i dū Qarn (Lord of two horns), before referencing Abū Maʿshar's Book of 
Thousands—an indication that Niżāmī connected both titles with astrological 
significance.   
Since Niżāmī's innovation does not seem to have been noticed before, it makes 
sense that in an otherwise rigorous and well-researched article on the history of the title 
Ṣāḥib-Qirān, Naindeep Chann missed Niżāmī's use of the title for Alexander.  The 
earliest usage of the term in historical texts is 1204 by the historian Rāvandī to describe 
his patron, the Saljūq ruler of Konya, Kaikhusrau ibn Qilij Arslan, in Rāḥat al-ṣudūr wa 
āyat al-surūr (The Heart's Ease and the Sign of Gladness).263  But Rāvandī was an avid 
reader of Niżāmī.  By one count, Rāvandī quoted Niżāmī's poetry more than two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
260 Moin 2010, 35-36.   
 
261 Moin 2010, 36. 
 
262 hamān fīlsūf-i muhandis nihād 
     zi tārīkh-i rūm īn chunīn kard yād 
     ke chūn peshwā-yi buland-akhtarān 
     sikandar jahān-dār ṣāḥib qirān.  
     Iqbāl-nāma, ed. Bakhtiari 1992, 84. 
 
263 Chann 2009, 93-109. 
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hundred and forty-nine times in his history.264    The current dating of completion for 
Niżāmī's Iskandar-nāma is 1194, over ten years before Rāvandī's usage of the title.265  
Given Rāvandī's abundant direct quotation of Niżāmī, it seems likely that Niżāmī used 
it first.266   
The newness of Niżāmī's epic and the speed with which it was adopted by Persian 
historians illustrates the "transregional culture-power"267 of Niżāmī's Alexander epic. It 
may be that further research reveals that Niżāmī was not the first to associate the 
epithet Ṣāḥib-Qirān with Alexander, nor the first to use the title in an Islamic context. 
But Niżāmī ennobled the epithet, and combined an ancient heritage with the allure of 
something new in literature.  Niżāmī's epic made Alexander "more real—more complex 
and more beautiful,"268 introducing a new idol onto the ancient stage of history. 
The proliferation of the term in the century after Niżāmī illustrates the 
transregional phenomenon of medieval Persian kingship.  In the thirteenth century a 
number of rulers referred to themselves as Alexander, Ṣāḥib-Qirān.  In addition to the 
aforementioned Ghiyath al-Din Kaykhusrau, the sultan of Egypt and Syria, Baybars I, 
who defeated the Mongols at ʿAin Jalut in 1260, styled himself in Arabic as Iskandar al-
zamān, ṣāḥib al-qirān.  Furthermore, the famous Il-Khanid historian, al-Juwainī 
(d.1283) develops this concept and establishes a new historical paradigm in which a 
Ṣāḥib-Qirān emerged for each age.  Perhaps unsurprinsingly, the list includes his 
patron, the Mongol ruler Mongke Khan.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
264 Meisami 2001, 98.   
 
265 Francois de Blois, "Eskandar-nāma-yi Neżāmī," Encyclopædia Iranica, online version (accessed 
August 2014) 
 
266 Chann 2009 lists Baybars I, the Mamluks and others.   
 
267 Pollock's term, see Introduction.   
 
268 Pollock 1998a, 14.   
	   94	  
In a lively conversation held by the journal Fragments between Moin and a 
number of interlocutors, Giancarlo Casale turns to the question of literary 
representations of Alexander as models for the Ottoman Sultan, Mehmed II.  Casale, an 
historian of the Ottoman Empire, makes a worthwhile intervention with regard to the 
importance of the Alexander romance to the Islamic imperial imagination.  But 
unfortunately, Casale's analysis does not mention any of the Persian Alexander epics 
besides Firdausī's. 269   Casale focuses mostly on the Greek Alexander Romance 
(probably because of available translations)270 rather than the Persian Alexander texts 
which were exceedingly more important in Ottoman Turkey at the time and, as Casale 
observes, more numerous in Mehmed II's collection.271  Casale mentions Alexander in 
Firdausī's Shāh-nāma in one sentence before arguing,  
Of course, the parallel existence of so many different manifestations of 
Alexander, each shifting form and melding into one another like quicksilver, 
is itself a quintessentially Hermetic idea.  And while a modern reader might 
be driven to exasperation by the impossibility of separating out and making 
sense of each individual strand, for a ruler like Mehmed, it was precisely the 
possibility of presenting onself as all of these different Alexanderian 
personae at the very same time [original italics] that was a crucial part of 
the attraction.272  
 
Pace Casale, an otherwise excellent historian, it is both possible and desirable to 
separate and make sense of the "individual strands" of the Persian Alexander epic.   
There are only four canonical versions of the Persian Alexander epic.  Casale makes an 
important point about Mehmed II's impulse to collect narratives about Alexander from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
269 Casale 2014, 23.  His description of the Alexander tradition as "Far more than a simple literary 
phenomenon" reveals preconceived notions about the historical importance of "simple literary 
phenomena." 
 
270 Casale cites Stoneman 2008.   
 
271 See Yıldız 2012.  Casale 2014, 24. 
 
272 Casale 2014, 24.   
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a variety of traditions.  But it is misleading to suggest that Mehmed presented himself 
as all of these different Alexandrian personae in equal fashion and importance.273  For 
medieval and early modern sacred kingship in Islam, Niżāmī's epic cycle and 
particularly his Alexander epic were central axes of this episteme.  
 
Conclusion 
Niżāmī established the epic verse allegory as a distinctive feature of the Persian 
cosmopolis by re-using the distinctive meter of Firdausī's Shāh-nāma and re-writing 
the Alexander epic such that Alexander was the prophet Ẕū al-Qarnain (Two Horns) as 
well as the universal soul on a journey for universal knowledge.  Niżāmī's other epithet 
for Alexander, Ṣāḥib-Qirān, accrued an ancient heritage with astonishing speed.  
Within a decade, it was used by an eminent historian in Anatolia for the official 
panegyrics of his patron.274  Another thirteenth-century historian identified a Ṣāḥib-
Qirān for each age.275   
Ṣāḥib-Qirān became a revered title through the major early modern Islamic 
empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals.  In the sixteenth century, an Ottoman 
historian Mustafa ʿAli claimed that there were only three Ṣāḥib-Qirāns: Alexander, 
Chingiz Khan, and Timur.276  The Safavid court historian, Iskandar Beg Munshī, wrote, 
"It will not have escaped the notice of perspicacious persons that the title Ṣāḥib-Qirān 
has, in the past, frequently been bestowed on princes by secretaries wishing to flatter 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
273 Kevin van Bladel has recently made an important contribution to the study of the Arabic 
Hermetic tradition, distinguishing between schools of Hermeticism from Hermetic themes in 
literature and history in van Bladel 2009.  
 
274 Chann 2009, 94:  Chann discusses Rāvandī's text composed in 1204 CE for Kai-Khusrau I.   
 
275 Chann 2009, 95:  Chann discusses Juvainī (d.1283).   
 
276 Chann 2009, 100.  
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their masters...In the case of Shah ʿAbbās, however, it is a verifiable fact."277 The 
Mughal Emperor Shāh-Jahān referred to himself as the "second Ṣāḥib-Qirān" after 
Timur.278   
Niżāmī's Alexander epic also articulated a model for royal patronage of ascetics 
that was adopted by most of the early modern Islamicate empires.  The model 
articulated a new relationship between Persian kings and ascetics—new, at least, 
relative to its increased social and political importance since Firdausī composed his epic 
two hundred years earlier.  Niżāmī’s Alexander shows the ways in which literature 
inflected the hierarchy of political power and religious authority in which the ascetic 
was the master of the king, and not vice versa.  Until the king learned to control his 
passions like the ascetic, the spiritual master maintained his authority over the king.279   
Niżāmī’s depiction of Alexander’s development as a spiritual master himself (ustād, 
murshid, pīr), was invoked by early Safavid, Mughal and Ottoman emperors who 
wished to preside as spiritual masters over their subjects in disciple-like obedience.   
Almost twenty years ago, Sanjay Subrahmanyam made a clarion call for studying 
Alexander as "the quintessential World Conqueror for the Islamic World in the epoch."  
More to the point of his article, he briefly showed how the New Persian recension of the 
Alexander romance was a lynchpin for a connected history of early modern Eurasia by 
listing some of the ways Alexander was associated with Islamic millenarianism and then 
sketching how Alexander was remembered in the millenarian contexts of early Safavid, 
Mughal, Ottoman (and Malaysian) Empires.  As a preliminary essay aimed at outlining 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
277 Quinn 2000, 49;  Cited in Chann 2009, 107.   
 
278 Balabanlilar 2007.   
 
279 zi bas bakhshish-i ou dar ān marz o būm 
     bar uftād darweshī az ahl-i rūm  
     nihādand sar-i khusrawān bar darash 
     ba-farmān-dihī gashta farmān-barash.  
     Bakhtiari, 77 IN 
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the importance of Alexander in early modern Eurasia,  Subrahmanyam does not 
provide a comprehensive account of the Persian Alexander epics, but rather tightly 
cleaves to a short summary of the works of Amīr Khusrau (d.1325), published in 1935 
(leaving off any mention of Jāmī's Alexander epic).280  Subrahmanyam's lead on 
Alexander scholarship was not followed.   
Despite Niżāmī's eminent position in the history of Persian literature, the state of 
research on his ouevre remains preliminary.281   Critical editions of Niżāmī's Five 
Treasures have been made by Russian-trained scholars in Baku, though the 
manuscripts variants were mostly ascertained from mansucripts in Soviet collections.282  
There are nearly two dozen premodern commentaries on Niżāmī's Five Treasures listed 
in the Bio-bibliographical survey of Persian literature—few of which have been worked 
with by modern scholars for translations or commentaries.283  Scholarship has tended 
to focus on summaries of the texts.284   There has been no complete translation of 
Niżāmī's Alexander cycle into English.  The nineteeth-century translation by H. 
Wilberforce Clarke of Niżāmī's Alexander cycle leaves out the second part of the 
narrative in which Alexander becomes a prophet (probably because his primary source 
for commentary, the eighteenth-century philologist Khān-i Ārzū, does the same). The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
280 Subrahmanyam 1997, 755.  Like Moin, Subrahmanyam makes a common error (which is the 
state of the field) by claiming that "[the Ottoman Sultan Süleyman] had taken to designating 
himself Sâhib-Qirân 'Master of the Conjunction' (a title derived paradoxically from the 
Ottomans' erstwhile enemy, Timur)..." Since Timur was "the Ottomans' erstwhile enemy," the 
title more likely came from another model, Niżāmī's Alexander.   
 
281 A sentiment shared by van Ruymbeke 2011, 8.   
 
282 For a well-considered discussion about the process of manuscript selection for the critical 
editions, see Storey and de Blois 1994, 450-451. 
 
283 Storey and de Blois 1994, 486-492.  Wilberforce Clarke is the notable exception.  He relies 
greatly on the commentary by Khān-i Arzū, which remained in manuscript form until it was 
edited and published for the first time in 2013: Khiyāvar 2013; Rādfar [n.d.], 31-52.  
 
284 Chelkowski 1975 provides short synopses of only three of the five treasures, leaving out the 
Alexander cycle.  Chelkowski 1977 provides a rare summary of Niżāmī's Alexander epic.    
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second part was probably omitted because Clarke's source for guidance, a commentary 
by the eminent eighteenth-century Indian philologist, Khān-i Ārzū, never reached this 
section. 
It has been entirely overlooked that all of the fifteen premodern commentaries of 
Niżāmī's Iskandar-nāma were produced in India, the earliest extant manuscript being 
composed in the sixteenth century.285  Modern scholarship on the Persian Alexander 
epic lacks historical context and basic comparison.286  Two recent collections of essays 
on Niżāmī have been most welcome.287 But even these collections of essays never 
reference premodern commentaries.  And thus, with such a rudimentary level of 
scholarship, one rarely finds any modern scholarly comparisons between the Alexander 
epics, except in the most fragmentary manner.  
A concern with comparison is not an anachronism of disciplinary practice.  A 
distinct interest in comparing these texts can be found during the medieval period 
(though scholarship remains preliminary).  Authors invoked their predecessors with 
respect while creating intellectual space for themselves with critique.  Medieval readers 
also took a part in comparison, judging for themselves the merits of comparable literary 
works.  As early as the middle of the fourteenth century, manuscripts began to include 
different versions of the Persian Alexander epic side-by-side.  One early manuscript 
includes Niżāmī’s Five Treasures in the margins of Firdausī’s Shāh-nāma.288  Another 
early sixteenth-century manuscript of Niżāmī’s Five Treasures includes Amīr Khusrau’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
285 Storey and de Blois 1994, 486-492. 
 
286 The classic references are a forty five year old dissertation, Hanaway 1970, and a shorter form in 
his Encyclopedia Iranica article, Eskandar-nāma.   
 
287 A Key to the Treasures of the Hakīm, ed. J.C. Burgel and C. van Ruymbeke (Brill, 2011) and 
Poetry of Niżāmī Ganjavi: Love, Knowledge, and Rhetoric, ed. J.C. Bürgel and Kamran Talattof 
(Leiden: Brill, 2000).   
 
288 Brendt 1993.  
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Five Treasures in the margins.289   We also have some indication of what these 
comparisons might have looked like.  In the Taẕkirat al-Shuʿarā’ (Remembrance of the 
Poets), a fifteenth-century chronicle of poets’ lives, two Timurid princes are reported to 
have compared the Five Treasures of Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau line by line during an 
elaborate exchange of letters.290   
Why, then, have Niżāmī's contributions to the Persian Alexander epic been largely 
overlooked?  Niżāmī’s association of Alexander with eternal and universal knowledge 
provides one explanation.  A tautology here clarifies the point: the claim to eternal and 
universal knowledge is a claim to epistemological relevance in all times and in all 
places, eliding conceptual newness.  And perhaps a focus on the root (Arabic) sources of 
his material caused scholars to overlook the novel ways he recombined them and the 
novel ways they were received in the Persian cosmopolis.   
Niżāmi's Alexander epic posited a world in which the emperor had access to power 
over nature through the blessings of an ascetic, reflecting a newfound shift in the 
relationship between Sufis and kings in the two centuries after Firdausī completed his 
magnum opus.  Niżāmi's introduction of allegory into Alexander's journey articulated a 
theory of universal kingship that was not tied to dynastic birth (contra Firdausī), but 
rather to the attainment of spiritual and philosophical distinction.  The next chapter will 
show the ways in which Amīr Khusrau's Alexander epic builds on this concept by 
positing a world in which the emperor had access to control of the polis through the 
production of knowledge about the cosmos.  
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
289 Manuscript from Patna library.   
 
290 Ramaẓānī 1959, 181-182.  This exchange is discussed at length in Chapter Four.   
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Chapter Three.  Science: Amīr Khusrau's Alexander (1302) and North India 
 
ʿIshq asṭurlāb-i asrār-i khudā-st 
Love is the astrolabe for the secrets of God. 
—Rumi (d.1273) 
 
Between 1000 and 1800 CE, numerous waves of migrants from the Iranian 
plateau moved to the Indian subcontinent.  Sometimes India's wealth attracted scholars 
seeking patronage.  Other times, political instability brought refugees from central Asia 
and Iran. After the Mongol invasion of west Asia in the thirteenth century, some 
Muslim scholars continued to live and work under the Mongols, who lavishly patronized 
Arabic and Persian culture and science.291  But many others migrated to the relative 
safety of the Delhi Sultanate, which had defeated the Mongols and stopped them from 
entering the Gangetic plains of north India.   
The Delhi Sultanate, as it is known, was not a continuous political formation, but 
rather a convenient term for a period of rapid dynastic change that nevertheless evinced 
a considerable degree of Persianate cultural coherence.292  Between 1206 and 1526, the 
Mamluk, Khilji, Tughlaq, Sayyid and Lodi dynasties rose and fell.  And yet, during that 
time, Delhi remained the capital for all but thirty years. Formerly a frontier of the 
Islamic world, Delhi became an important center for Persianate scholars, intellectuals 
and warriors—many of which were ethnic Turks.  One of these Turks was the father of 
India's most illustrious Persian poet, Amīr Khusrau.   
Amīr Khusrau of Delhi (d.1325) was a brilliant poet and historian, particularly 
famous for his collection of verse narratives, Khamsa (The Five Treasures), and his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
291 Allsen 2001, 83-176.  
 
292 Jackson 2003.  
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ghazals.293  Khusrau's Khamsa became so famous that it became categorized along with 
Niżāmī's Khamsa as the Khamsatain (The Two Five Treasures).294   Some modern 
scholars have claimed that throughout the fifteenth century, Amīr Khusrau was the 
most famous Persian poet in the world.295  Khusrau's accomplishments are even more 
impressive in light of the erratic nature of his patronage, which was emblematic of the 
rapidly shifting political climate of the Delhi Sultanate.  A number of appointments 
from the family of Sultan Balban (r.1266-1287) took him from Bengal, Delhi and Multan.   
Compounding his woes, Khusrau was briefly captured by the Mongols in Multan.  But 
he soon escaped and moved back to Avadh and then Delhi, where he earned the 
patronage of the Khaljis, under whom most of his work was composed.296 
In the 1270's, Khusrau became a devotee of the Chishti Sufi saint in Delhi, Nizām 
al-Dīn Auliyā', a relationship that lasted until they died within a few months of each 
other in 1325.  They were buried together in a tomb, which became one of the most 
visited pilgrimage sites in Delhi.297  But for all of the popular and scholarly focus on 
Khusrau's spiritual inclinations, the poet was deeply concerned with the very earthly 
concerns of politics.  He wrote a large number of historical texts in Persian and invented 
a genre of historical verse.298  Even his imaginative narrative verse contains profound 
meditations on the connections between kingship and natural knowledge.  Of particular 
salience for this chapter, Khusrau's Alexander epic Āīna-yi Sikandarī (The Mirror of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
293 Subtelny 1986, 65. 
 
294 See Chapter Four.   
 
295 Subtelny 1986, 65; For the argument that Khusrau was the "most famous poet of the first half of 
the fifteenth century," Subtelny cites Yarshater 1955, 81.    
 
296 A. Schimmel, "Amīr Kosrow Dehlavī" in Encyclopedia Iranica, on-line edition.   
 
297 The tomb in its current form was completed in 1605—over 250 years after Amīr Khusrau's 
death, see A. Schimmel, "Amīr Kosrow Dehlavī" in Encyclopedia Iranica, on-line edition.   
 
298 Sharma 2002.   
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Alexander) (ca.1302) displays a radical re-thinking of Alexander's mastery of the 
material world and its implications for theorizing cultural difference within the Persian 
cosmopolis.  In Khusrau's epic, we see some of the ways that claims to universal 
knowledge were co-produced with claims to universal empire.   
As a Persian emperor, Alexander's conquest of ancient India was taken as a 
precedent for continued Islamic rule throughout the medieval and early modern periods.  
From the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries, many rulers in India styled themselves 
"the Second Alexander" to manufacture a political continuity for Persian (and therefore 
Islamic) kingship in India.  But India was not like the other places that Alexander had 
conquered in the Shāh-nāma.  India's enormous diversity of religions and ethnicities 
indelibly changed the history of Persian language and its relationship to Islamicate 
empire.  
The religious diversity of the Persian cosmopolis was particularly pronounced in 
India: Muslims, Hindus, Jains, Jews, Sikhs, Zoroastrians, and Christians all cultivated 
Persian as a language of learning, literature and letters at various times from the twelfth 
century until the early twentieth.  In the 1580's, the Mughal emperor Akbar famously 
held debates between representatives from all of the aforementioned religious groups. 
Akbar's policy of ṣulḥ-i kull (universal peace), the concept frequently endowed by 
historians with articulating Akbar's religious cosmopolitanism, can be partially 
explained as an attempt to forge political alliances in a country with a non-Muslim 
majority population.  To further explore the tension between imperial power and the 
cosmopolitan ethic between different religious groups, we can turn to the ways in which 
philosophy and natural knowledge inflected Islamicate imperial claims before the 
Mughal Empire came to power in the sixteenth century.   
Since the Persian Alexander surrounded himself with famous Greek philosophers 
such as Aristotle, Socrates, Plotinus, Hermes, and others (with a loose regard for 
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chronology), he was strongly associated with science and occult knowledge in the 
Persian epic and romance traditions.  The cosmopolitanism of the emperor and the 
philosopher were intimately connected, for the universal knowledge of the philosophers 
appeared to explain and therefore justify his universal rule. By providing a model of 
cultural exchange and cooperation necessary for the Persian Empire's security, Amīr 
Khusrau articulated the ways in which Alexander negotiated cultural difference within 
his empire through science and technology.   
Understanding Khusrau's model of cultural exchange provides a new perspective 
on a rich historical moment in which the Sultan of Delhi, Feroz Shah (r.1351-1388), 
spent enormous resources to display an iconic pillar at the center of his capital, 
Ferozabad, in explicit imitation of Alexander in Amīr Khusrau's Persian Alexander epic.  
On top of this pillar, the Sultan placed a flag containing the image of an astrolabe, a 
complex astronomical instrument considered by contemporary Persianate literati to 
have been invented by Alexander.  In this complex object we find both the theory and 
practice of cosmopolitanism at work in the Persian cosmopolis. On one hand, we find a 
robust theory of how science and technology brings different kinds of people together 
within the Persian Empire.  On the other hand, this theory of cosmopolitan artisanal 
exchange was invoked in a chronicle discussing Feroz Shah's attempt to imitate 
Alexander's model.  And yet, a tension remained between theory and practice.  Whereas 
the theory of cosmopolitan exchange in the Alexander epic posited an unproblematic 
translation of knowledge and material between different groups in Alexander's empire, 
the practical implementation of this regime in the fourteenth century required a 
cultural network of Jain translators and astronomers, whose minority religious status 
within India challenges civilizational narratives about the intellectual exchange between 
Islam and Hinduism.    
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Due to the relative lack of historical sources from the Delhi Sultanate period,299 
literary sources help to develop a more robust picture of the social, political, and 
cultural worlds of fourteenth-century India.  Through a close reading of Amīr Khusrau's 
Persian Alexander epic, we can see how medieval scholars conceptualized technological 
newness in the Persian Emperor's management of the cultural multiplicity of artisanal 
production.  In this way, literature—especially passages quoted in contemporary 
chronicles as "history"—brings new context to the ways in which science and technology 
were conceptualized in medieval India.  To challenge Whiggish assumptions about how 
natural knowledge was understood in fourteenth century north India, science and 
technology are construed here under broad definitions: any systematic knowledge of the 
natural world and any mechanization of the natural world.  In line with standards for 
histories of medieval and early modern Europe, the category of science will include, 
amongst other things, astrology (knowledge of the connection between the cosmos and 
the terrestrial world), and the category of technology will include talismans and magic 
(that is, mechanizations of the natural world through the correct combination of words 
and material). 300   
Literary etiologies for the origins and development of science—who possessed it, 
and what it was used for—all contributed to the cultural value of translation as a means 
of acquiring scientific knowledge from different socio-linguistic groups. By analyzing 
the social theories of science and technology developed in the Alexander epic and then 
showing how these theories framed the cultural value of two significant translation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
299 In his useful appendix on Persian sources in the Delhi Sultanate, Sunil Kumar notes the relative 
abundance of self-reflexively historical texts in the Delhi Sultanate compared to earlier Indian 
periods, see Kumar 2007, 362.  Yet, the relative paucity compared to the Mughal period is 
substantial.  
 
300 The Persian word, ṭilism, translated in this chapter as “talisman,” comes to have an additional 
meaning in nineteenth-century Urdu as an entire magical world and should not be confused 
with its medieval Persian meaning here. 
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projects in late fourteenth-century India, it will be argued that translations of science 
between Persian and Sanskrit act as an alembic for the social and political imagination 
of fourteenth-century Delhi, distilling the fluid identities of who had access to scientific 
knowledge and capturing why these social boundaries were important.   
 
Amīr Khusrau and the Empire of Things 
Like Niżāmī, Amīr Khusrau composed his Alexander epic as the last story in his 
Five Treasures.  By doing so he maintained the common frame story of the protagonist 
as a world-conquering hero, seeking knowledge and the Water of Life, tragically coming 
to terms with his own mortality and the limits of human capability.  Yet Khusrau added 
a number of elements to this central plot, including a more robust treatment of the 
relationship between the conqueror’s knowledge of the natural world and his ability to 
establish political control. 
Khusrau did not adopt all of Niżāmī's key innovations.  Most notably, he did not 
consider Alexander a prophet.301 Khusrau claimed to have weighed both sides of the 
controversy surrounding Alexander’s status and declared firmly that Alexander was not 
a prophet, but rather had wilāyat.302  In typical fashion for Amīr Khusrau, the key word 
in this passage, wilāyat, is ambiguous.  On one hand, wilāyat refers to political 
dominion.  On the other hand, wilāyat refers to friendship with God, a status roughly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
301 For more on the question of Alexander's status as  a prophet, see Chapter Two. 
 
302 A group has written of the regency of his court, 
     A group has written of his prophethood, 
     When the research was done, it was arrived at 
     that correctness lies with his correct rule. 
 
     gurūhī zadand az wilāyat dar-ash 
    gurūhī nabishtand paighambar-ash 
    ba-taḥqīq chūn kardah shud bāz bast  
    durustī shud-ash bar wilāyat durust (AS 421).  
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analogous to sainthood.  That is, despite Khusrau’s disavowal of Alexander's status as a 
prophet, Khusrau leaves open the possibility of his saintliness.  Khusrau's description of 
Alexander's mechanical inventions is particularly laden with language alluding to 
Alexander’s “divine inspiration,”303 suggesting an amount of divine providence in the 
conqueror's mastery of natural forces.   
In Khusrau's Mirror of Alexander, a focus on artisans and their material 
production draws attention to the multicultural dimension of technological 
development, in which Chinese artisans helped develop Alexander’s eponymous mirror, 
and Byzantine artisans helped construct Alexander’s rampart against Gog and Magog 
[Figure 1]. The Persian emperor, or Shah, was an organizing, negotiating and re-
purposing agent, cultivating scientific knowledge from the various social groups of the 
world for protection from common threats.  Khusrau's Alexander embodied the paradox 
inherent in medieval multi-cultural empire: by addressing common political concerns 
in the Persian cosmopolis, he organizes a multi-cultural regime of knowledge that both 
challenges and reinforces cultural hegemony.304   For on the one hand, Alexander’s 
bricolage material inventions appear to blur the lines of authentic cultural provenance 
and achievement.  On the other hand, the origins of culture are still legible while 
Alexander mobilizes these inventions for universal conquest.  That is, Alexander may 
not have invented the mirror (invented in Khusrau's text by the Chinese), but he was 
able to re-purpose it to devastating effect by enchanting it with a talisman and 
monitoring the Mediterranean Sea for opportunities to ambush marauding Frankish 
pirates [Figure 2].  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
303 AS, 489: ilhām-i allāhī. 
 
304 For how the imagination of Alexander contributed to the production of the Persian cosmopolis 
in the eleventh century, see Chapter One.   
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In the Persian Alexander epics, the hero’s manipulation of the natural world was 
central to his image as a kind of cultural chameleon.  Not only did inventions such as 
the astrolabe and his mirror allow him to travel the entire world, but they also served as 
metaphors for the emperor himself by manifesting their utility in different cultural 
contexts.  As Niżāmī wrote in his Alexander epic: “Upon every throne which Alexander 
placed his foot, he preserved the customs (‘Āīīn) of the ancient kings. He did not discard 
any customs (rasam-hā), except those of the fire-worshipping Zoroastrians.” 305 
Through the eradication of “fire-worship” (ātash-parastī), the Persian Alexander 
adhered to a monotheistic principle while simultaneously preserving the customs of the 
ancient kings.  In a sense, his performance of kingship was like a one-way mirror—when 
Alexander looked into the mirror, he saw the world; but when the world looked into the 
mirror of Alexander, it saw itself.306   
In various medieval Persian narratives, Alexander explores the world, 
encountering a variety of strange people, many of whom he subjugates with his 
wondrous inventions: a mirror on top of a minaret in which he can see the world 
[Figure 2]; an iron rampart behind which he confines Gog and Magog307 [Figure 1]; an  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
305 Sharaf-nāmah.  Niżāmī Ganjavi.  l.143, p.654: 
   ba har takht-gāhī ke binhād pai 
   nigah dāsht āīīn-i shāhān-i kai 
   bajuz rasm-i zardusht-i ātash-parast 
   nadād ān digar rasm-hā rā ze dast.   
  
 
306 In the context of colonialism in Egypt, Timothy Mitchell identifies this desire “to see without 
being seen” (found in the wrap-around sunglasses during inspection by nineteenth-century 
Ottoman officers in Egypt) as a fracturing of the Foucauldian panopticon as an instrument of 
colonial control. Mitchell 1988, 26.  Though the techniques obviously differed, the trope of the 
king who desires to see everything in the world extends back at least to the epic of Gilgamesh.  
My thanks to Nathanael Cole for this insight.  For the purposes of this chapter, Alexander’s 
desire to see the world in his mirror without being seen helps us understand the resonance of 
the astrolabe, which was identified as the conceptual basis for the mirror.     
 
307 Yājūj and Mājūj, barbarian monsters mentioned in Qur’ān 18, Surat al-Kahf. 
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Figure 2: Alexander (with the halo or "divine refulgence" farr-i izadī) 
constructs the iron rampart against the monsters Gog and Magog 
(creeping behind the mountain) with artisans from Russia, Byzantium, 
and Central Asia.  From the "Great Mongol Shāh-nāma" (ca. 1330s) in 
Komaroff and Carboni 2002, 168. 
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Figure 2: This is a miniature painting from Amīr Khusrau's Mirror of 
Alexander in which the mirror technology borrowed from the Chinese 
after their competition with the Byzantines is then placed on a minaret 
and used to locate pirates, who are then charged at sea by Alexander. The 
manuscript was copied and illustrated at the court of the Mughal emperor 
Akbar in the sixteenth century, hence the anachronistic presence of the 
muskets.  From Seyller 2000, 85. 
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Figure 3: Alexander's mechanical iron cavalry with lances spewing fire as 
they charge the Indian army of Porus.  The iron horsemen were originally 
painted in silver, which has since oxidized, creating a dark color.  The 
image from the "Great Mongol Shāh-nāma" (ca.1330).  See Komaroff and 
Carboni 2002, 170.   
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Figure 4: Alexander in a glass bell jar venturing to measure the ocean.  An 
astrologer makes a reading with an astrolabe on the ship's upper deck.  
Painting from a Khamsa produced for Emperor Akbar's court painted by 
Mukunda. From Seyller 2000, 91. 
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Figure 5: A detail of a miniature painting from Niżāmī's Alexander 
epic in which Alexander harnesses the magic power of an idol by 
beating a drum at the entrance of a river, while his philosopher, 
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army of mechanical iron horsemen who spew fire from their lances at the retreating 
armies of Fūr-i Hindī (Porus the Indian) [Figure 3]; a glass bell jar in which he 
measures the depths of the ocean [Figure 4]; and perhaps most relevant for this chapter, 
the astrolabe, a scientific instrument which maps the night sky, but also manipulates 
the power of idols [Figure 5 and Figure 6].  From among the medieval Persian 
Alexander epics, Amīr Khusrau’s Mirror of Alexander most clearly articulates a theory 
in which artisanal production and universal knowledge (whether astrological, 
talismanic, or philosophical) act as primary drivers of Alexander’s military and political 
success, allowing him to cross cultural boundaries, convert the local populace and 
extract tribute; in effect, Alexander becomes what one might call a techno-prophet, that 
is, a figure whose seemingly miraculous inventions allow him to conquer the world and 
spread the faith.308 
 
The Astrolabe of the Heart 
The thirteenth-century migration of Muslim scholars into north India coincided 
with an increased interest in Perso-Arabic texts by scholars of Sanskrit.  During this 
time, a new genre of Sanskrit astrology developed, Tājikaśāstra (The Teachings of the 
Muslims), which borrowed from Perso-Arabic concepts and terminology.309  Along with 
this increased interest in Perso-Arabic science, the first Sanskrit translation of a treatise 
on the astrolabe Yantrarāja (The King of Instruments) was made in 1370.  During the 
medieval period, the astrolabe was the most technically advanced astronomical 
instrument in the world [Figure 6].  Trained in Arabic and Persian, Muslim scientists 
developed knowledge about the astrolabe and disseminated this knowledge throughout 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
308 For more on the relationship between "Angels and scientists" in Amīr Khusrau's Alexander 
epic, see Piemontese 2011.   
 
309 Pingree 1981, 2. 
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Europe and Asia.310  Whereas the astrolabe’s transmission into Europe is very well 
known, the study of its transmission into the Indian milieu has only recently begun.311  
 
Figure 6: An astrolabe made by Muḥammad Qā'im Lāhorī from a 
famous family of astrolabe makers of Lahore in the seventeenth 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
310  W. Hartner, Encylopedia of Islam, Asṭurlāb. 
 
311  Plofker 2010, 1; Sarma 2008.  
  





Figure 7: Two views of the Delhi-Topra pillar in Feroz Shah Kotla, 
Delhi, India.  The first view shows the pillar from the Friday mosque 
of Ferozabad.  The supporting plinth would have made the pillar 




The resulting interactions between the Sanskrit and Perso-Arabic cultural spheres 
can be read in the story of the Delhi-Topra pillar, constructed by King Aśoka in the third 
century BCE.  In 1367 CE, with great expense and fanfare, the pillar was moved from 
Topra by Feroz Shah, and placed at the center of his new capital, Ferozabad, in modern-
day Delhi [Figure 7].  At the top of the pillar, the emperor affixed a flag depicting an 
astrolabe.  The Persian chronicle Sīrat-i Feroz-Shāhī (The Customs of Feroz Shah)312 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
312 The Customs of Feroz Shah is an anonymously written chronicle, which focuses on the court of 
the Sultan of Delhi, Feroz Shah Tughluq (r.1351-1388). This manuscript exists as a unicum in 
the Khuda Bakhsh library in Patna, Bihar.  It was copied in 1593 for the Mughal Emperor Akbar 
with a number of illustrations of the massive project to bring the Ashokan pillar in Topra to 
Delhi [Figure 6]. Though it is not available for public viewing, a facsimile has been published by 
the library in 1999, which was consulted for this chapter.  Due to a most welcome initiative of 
the Khuda Baksh library, the facsimile has even been made public on their website 
[http://kblibrary.bih.nic.in/Digitization/Sirat%20I%20Firuz%20Shahi.pdf].  Despite this 
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reveals an intriguing ways in which the pillar and the astrolabe flag were understood by 
citing verses from Amīr Khusrau's Alexander epic that discuss the astrolabe.   
While discussing the Delhi-Topra pillar, The Customs of Feroz Shah makes a 
number of long quotations from Amīr Khusrau's Persian Alexander epic to frame the 
cultural importance of this achievement. By analyzing how the chronicle invokes Amīr 
Khusrau’s Mirror of Alexander,313 we see how the Delhi-Topra pillar was associated 
with the translation of science, and how the translation of science was a strategy for the 
success of Perso-Islamicate Empire.  Doing so also illustrates some “limits of translation” 
in medieval India, a twist on Persis Berlekamp’s notion of the “limits of artistic 
exchange.” Though an emphasis on translation appears to suggest a profound 
multicultural exchange, important limits appear in the nuances of the exchange.  For 
example, though we find a landmark cultural achievement at Feroz Shah’s court—the 
first translation of Persian manuals on the astrolabe into Sanskrit—it remains unclear 
why an actual astrolabe was not produced for Sanskrit scholars for another two hundred 
years.   
As a distinct minority in South Asia and a community often associated with 
literacy and learning, Jains have long had a complex relationship to political power in 
India.314  With a liturgy grounded in Sanskrit (as well as Apabhramsha and Prakrit), 
they nevertheless eschewed many of the anxieties of linguistic purity that may have 
theoretically prohibited Brahmins from writing about topics that were not specifically 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
putative ease of access, the difficult handwriting of the manuscript, the low quality of the 
facsimile and the absence of sufficient translations appear to have put off many scholars from 
consulting the text.  A preliminary translation from Hasan ‘Askari’s posthumously discovered 
papers remains to be published.  S.R. Sarma has kindly shared with me some of those 
preliminary translations as well as his corrections/additions to the technical sections concerning 
the astrolabe. 
 
313 Mirsayyidov 1977. 
 
314 Dundas 2002, 145. 
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prescribed within their traditions.315   Despite the presence of Brahmins at many courts 
in the Delhi Sultanate, it remains unexplained why the only texts about the astrolabe in 
Sanskrit before the sixteenth century were composed and circulated within a limited 
number of Jain networks.316 
The history of Jain astronomers at the court of Feroz Shah raises the issue of the 
practical difficulties of translating knowledge about the astrolabe in India.  Feroz Shah's 
reliance upon a minority religious group presents a counter-point to the theories of 
translation and community in the Persian Alexander epic. Jain scholars, who as a group 
fell outside the reductive cultural framework of the The Mirror of Alexander, were 
central to any attempts by Feroz Shah to produce translations between Sanskrit and 
Persian.  The limits of translation inherent in the Jain's role in the circulation of 
knowledge suggest that in addition to a process of trans-culturation, translation was 
also a kind of talismanic activity, in which the danger of a foreign culture is rendered 
comprehensible and therefore controllable.317  
In the past five years, art historians Barry Flood and Persis Berlekamp have re-
conceptualized medieval Islamicate material culture through the prism of translation 
studies.  By discussing what he calls “objects of translation,” Barry Flood demonstrates 
how medieval Indian rulers maintained continuities in the iconography of Indian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
315 Truschke 2012, 162.   
 
316 For a discussion about how Brahmin servants at the Delhi Sultanate court were obscured from 
the Persian record, see Kumar 2014, 96-97. 
 
317 In his chapter on anthropological studies of the Cuna Indians in the nineteenth century, 
Michael Taussig begins his study of the mimetic faculty “with the magical power of 
representation, with the image affecting what it is an image of, wherein the representation 
shares in or takes power from the represented.” Taussig 1992, 2.  In some ways, translation, as a 
kind of linguistic mimesis, bears a resemblance to this more ostensibly talismanic activity.  This 
should not cynically be applied to all forms of translation, but rather seems more plausible here 
in consideration of the cultural implications of translation and reuse in medieval Persian 
literature.      
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kingship despite the various religious affiliations of the kings themselves.318  In this 
analysis, material culture mediates the “Hindu-ness” and “Muslim-ness” of Indian 
rulers, challenging the reified and essentialized religious categories frequently brought 
to bear on these objects by historians.  Persis Berlekamp, on the other hand, draws our 
attention to the limits of translation in the medieval Persianate world by focusing on the 
Tansūq-nāma, a translation of medieval Chinese medicine into Persian by a team of 
translators and artists under the well-known vizier, Rashīd al-Dīn (d.1318 CE).  
Available only as a unicum, this manuscript has nevertheless been received by 
historians as “a results-oriented project, with the audacious goal of radically 
transforming Islamic culture through translation.” 319   Berlekamp nuances this 
assessment by arguing that the Tansūq-nāma “testifies not only to the tremendous 
breadth of Iran’s encounter with Chinese culture during the Mongol period, but also, 
and more unusually, to the limits of its depth.”320  Despite the impressive ambitions of 
Rashīd al-Dīn to radically transform Islamic culture by translating Chinese medicine 
into Persian, Berlekamp concludes that the Arabo-Galenic and the Chinese systems 
were conceptually and visually incommensurable.321  
Flood's and Berlekamp's models of translation help us see the complexity of the 
translaiton project under Feroz Shah: objects of translation (the Delhi-Topra pillar and 
the astrolabe flag), and the translation of scientific manuscripts between Persian and 
Sanskrit.  The broad definition of translation as cultural border crossing allows for an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
318 Flood 2009.  
 
319 Berlekamp 2010, 209. 
 
320 Berlekamp 2010, 209.  
 
321 Though Berlekamp does not use the term “incommensurable,” she concludes that the “inherent 
difficulty of their project” was conceptually located in medical theories based on different 
cosmologies.  See Berlekamp 2010, 209.    
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investigation of instruments and visual culture to be brought into conversation with 
different kinds of textual material.  In his analysis of the Delhi-Topra pillar [Figure 7], 
Flood emphasizes how Muslims and Hindus reused the pillar in similar ways, and thus 
challenges the utility of religious identity as an analytical category for the interpretation 
of culture.322  But the location of key two passages in The Customs of Feroz Shah from 
the Persian Alexander epic tradition suggests that Feroz Shah’s appropriation of the 
Aśokan pillar and the astrolabe flage was based on the cultural model of Islamicate 
Persian kingship, allowing for the adoption of local forms of kingship without 
relinquishing Islamic identity.  That is, these objects posit a fluid conceptual world 
where Persian and Sanskrit talismans and characters from the Persian epic of the Shāh-
nāma and the Sanskrit epic of the Mahābhārata have common currency.  But within this 
schema of cultural multivalence lies a clear imperial hierarchy in which the astrolabe 
(and its associations of specialist knowledge limited to Perso-Arabic intellectuals and a 
small Jain minority) was on top.    
Flood argues that iconographical continuities of the Delhi-Topra pillar suggest 
continuities in customs between Hindu and Muslim rulers, as a part of his larger 
argument about the fluidity of religious identity in medieval India. 323   Flood’s 
intervention aims to “historicize reuse itself.”324  Indeed,  Feroz Shah’s pillar can be read 
as a multivalent object for multiple audiences.  On the one hand, it speaks to those who 
would be consoled by the presence of a recognizably Indic iconographic regime.  On the 
other hand, it also speaks to those who would be concerned about the relinquishment of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
322 Flood 2009, 250. 
 
323 Flood 2009, 250: “the antique pillars that survive in northern India are complex palimpsests 
whose multiple inscriptions indicate that they had acquired complex genealogies through 
repeated reuse by Indian kings of different eras and faiths.”  
 
324 Flood 2009, 250.   
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Islamic principles in governance.  This is not to suggest that Indic and Islamic were 
necessarily distinct social categories at the time, but rather that the ambiguity of Feroz 
Shah’s iconographic regime would have been legible to a range of viewers, with different 
relationships to orthodoxies and orthopraxis.  
 
The Delhi-Topra Pillar and the Astrolabe Flag 
Variously known as an Aśokan pillar, the Ferozabad pillar, or even the Golden 
minaret, the Delhi-Topra pillar is a multivalent object with a long history to match its 
many names.  The pillar, roughly thirteen meters in height, was constructed out of 
polished sandstone during the reign of the Mauryan emperor Aśoka (r.269-232 BCE)—
an ambitious conqueror whose military victories extended far into the Indian 
subcontinent.  According to legend, distraught by the suffering he caused during a 
particular bloody battle, Aśoka converted to Buddhism.325   During his reign, the 
emperor inscribed pillars and rock faces throughout North India and the Deccan with a 
series of edicts enjoining the emperor’s subjects both to behave according to dharma 
and to respect the doctrines of other peoples’ religions.326   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
325 Strong 1983, 27. 
 
326 Lahiri 2015.   
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Figure 8: Miniature paintings of ship transporting the Aśokan pillar from 
Topra Kalan to Delhi and then the palcing the pillar on its plinth with 
pulleys. From a sixteenth-century manuscript copy of the Customs of 
Feroz Shah (Sīrat-i Feroz Shāhī) at the Khuda Bakhsh Library, Patna, 
India.  From UNESCO website, courtesy of Khuda Baksh library.  
Unpublished miniature paintings.  Facsimile reproduction is in black and 
white.   
 
The Delhi-Topra pillar was originally located in the town of Topra Kalan near to 
the Yamuna river in north India.  It contains an edict in Prakrit written in Brahmi 
letters, a script that had fallen out of use by the mid-twelfth century and was therefore 
illegible, even to scholars.  Yet the pillar in Topra Kalan continued to be reused in 
interesting (and otherwise legible) ways.  The second inscription on the pillar, written in 
Sanskrit underneath the Brahmi script, speaks more directly to the medieval context 
relevant to this chapter.  The inscription commemorates the victory of the twelfth-
century ruler, Vigraharāja IV of the Chauhan dynasty, over the mleccha (meaning 
charitably “those who do not know Sanskrit” and uncharitably “barbarians”).  Flood 
rightly points out that the pillar was reused by local Hindu rulers a few decades before 
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its reuse by Muslim rulers, arguing for a cultural continuity in the kingly practice of 
reuse itself.327  But models of translation in contemporary Persian sources help us 
understand the ways in which such methods of re-use were imagined at the time.   
In Persian chronicles from the fourteenth century, the Delhi-Topra pillar was 
known as “the golden minaret.”328  Though “the golden minaret” was predominantly 
built of sandstone, its symbolic resonance proved its mettle. Citing Annette Weiner, 
Barry Flood discusses the minaret as one amongst a group of “symbolically dense 
objects that act as vehicles for bringing past time into the present, so that the histories 
of ancestors, titles, or mythological events become an intimate part of a person’s 
present identity.”329  As mentioned above, the Sultan of Delhi, Feroz Shah, brought the 
pillar from Topra to Delhi in 1367, asserting his place in the succession of ancient and 
recent rulers in the region.  This was a massive project, accomplished only with a great 
amount of money and manpower.  The Customs of Feroz Shah fills twelve folios with a 
discussion of the characteristics of the pillar and its journey from Topra to Delhi.330  
According to the chronicle, the task required one thousand men and one hundred 
elephants merely to transport the pillar from Topra Kalan to a ship in the Yamuna river, 
which passes through Delhi as tributary to the Ganges.331  A number of miniature 
paintings illustrate the process by which the pillar was hoisted up by pulleys in Topra 
Kalan, placed carefully onto rolling beams, secured onto a ship in the Yamuna River, 
sailed down to Delhi, hoisted again from the ship, and finally erected on a stone plinth 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
327 Flood, Objects of Translation, 250. 
 
328 minārah-yi zarrīn. 
329 Flood 2009, 251, quoting Weiner 1985. 
 
330 Sīrat-i Feroz Shāhī, 179-203.  This section on the minaret includes the twelve miniature 
paintings. 
 
331 SFS, 179-299. 
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by the Friday mosque of Ferozabad, the eponymous capital built by the Sultan [Figure 7 
and 8].  The pillar’s location at the Friday mosque of Feroz Shah’s new capital suggests 
its privileged place in the emperor’s iconographic regime.  
How was this pillar understood at the time?  A mysterious aura surrounded the 
object’s antiquity, as no scholar in Feroz Shah’s realm could read the first inscription on 
the pillar: “the lines that were written in letters, whose people and age could not be 
comprehended [Prakrit in Brahmi script], are reported by chroniclers (ahl-i tawārīkh) 
to have been written four thousand years ago.”332 This consciousness of antiquity 
existed alongside an awareness of the more recent palimpsest inscription on the pillar: 
“two hundred and forty-nine years ago the lines which could be understood [Sanskrit] 
were written by Vigraharāja Chauhan for idol worship (but-parastī) next to the 
Saraswati river.” 333   Such an account of “idol-worship”—like the blasphemous 
Zoroastrian “fire-worship” mentioned above—conveys an association of the pillar with a 
perceived religious alterity to Islam, regardless of whether the pillar was actually used 
for “idol worship” as the author posits.  Another Persian chronicle—with a confusingly 
similar title Tārīkh-i Feroz Shāhī (The Chronicle of Feroz Shah)334 but composed by a 
different Muslim historian, Shams Sirāj ʿAfīf (d. ca. 1400)—describes in more detail the 
Indic associations with the pillar.   
According to ʿAfīf, the pillar was built in the time of the Pandava brothers, heroes 
from the Sanskrit epic Mahābhārata, and thus intimately linked with the Indian epic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
332 SFS, 180: ahl-i tawārīkh chunīn akhbār kardand ke chahār hazār sāl-ast... 
 
333 SFS, 180: khaṭṭī ke mafhūm shud chunān nibishtah-and ke babasal dewā rāī [sabanhal?] 
chauhān brā-yi but-parastī  dar lab-i āb-i sarastī āmādah būd. 
 
334 ʿAfīf 1891, 305-312.  For a partial English translation of this text, see Alam 2009, 290-291.   
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past.335  Citing the “chronicles of the infidels,”336 ʿAfīf recounts the pillar’s mythic 
association with the Sanskrit epic hero Bhīma, renowned for his strength and enormous 
appetite.  ʿAfīf offers a fairly long introduction of Bhīma, including his reputation for 
fighting other heroes in the Mahābhārata, his reported consumption of over a 
thousand mauns of food each day, and his ability to toss an elephant from “east to west” 
with a spear.  After this introduction, ʿAfīf asserts that “the infidels” (ahl-i kufr) 
considered the pillar one of Bhīma’s walking sticks (chūb-dast), with which he herded 
cattle.  The chronicle reasoned that the cattle required such a large crook, since they 
themselves were larger than cattle today, much like the supposedly large size of human 
beings around the time of the prophet.337  In these ways, ʿAfīf's chronicle emphasized 
the continuities with Indic models of kingship invoked by the pillar.   
Even before Feroz Shah moved the pillar, it provoked wonder and amazement 
amongst scholars and wise men; the pillar was considered “outside the ability of 
humans to construct,” perhaps a backhanded compliment to the almost nefariously 
talented culture of its origin.338 Sanskrit books (kutub-i hindī) claimed that underneath 
the stone of the pillar, a talisman was installed to conjure scorpions if anyone tried to 
move it.  In response to these dangers, Feroz Shah gathered “philosophers, engineers, 
and shrewd sages” with the intellects of great scholars like “Avicenna, Plato, Galen, 
Aristotle and Buzurjmihr [a Persian king renowned for his wisdom and translation of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
335 ʿAfīf 1891, 305.  The author describes hearing this story from “ravāyān-i sharīf” (honorable 
narrators).   
 
336 ʿAfīf 1891, 306: tawārīkh-i ahl-i kufr.   
 
337 ʿAfīf 1891, 306: mawaishī rā ba-dīn chūb-i sangīn bāz girdānīdī.   
 
338 SFS, 181: hukamā-yi ʿasr rā az dīdan hairat amad…az ṭāqat-i basharī baʿīd-ast.  
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Sanskrit fables into Persian339],” but the pillar was deemed impossible to move.340 In 
the end, the wisdom and spiritual ambition341 of Feroz Shah prevailed over his nay-
saying advisors, and the project of transporting the pillar began.   
The most convincing evidence against the iconographic continuity of Feroz Shah’s 
reuse of the pillar is that the Sultan commissioned a flag with the image of an astrolabe 
to be placed on top of the pillar.342  The astrolabe flag is indicative of an imperial 
cultural chauvinism that leveraged technological sophistication to emphasize the 
achievements of Perso-Arabic science.  This aspirational motif can also be found in the 
Mirror of Alexander’s depictions of the socio-cultural drivers for the development of 
science and technology, especially Alexander’s astrolabe and his eponymous mirror. A 
strong connection is made in the Persian Alexander epic between the astrolabe and the 
“mirror of Alexander,” for both allowed him to see the world.343   In the text, the idea for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
339 My thanks to Barry Flood for reminding me of Buzurjmihr's purported role in clandestinely 
obtaining copies of the Sanskrit fables of the Panchatantra and translating them into Kalila 
wa Dimna. 
 
340 SFS, 182: ḥakīmān-i ʿahad o dāhī-yān-i ʿasr o muhandisān. 
 
341 SFS, 182: himmat.  
 
342 There has been some scholarly disagreement over whether there was an astrolabe flag or simply 
an entire instrument placed on top of the pillar.  Sarma 2008, 189. I find Sarma’s argument 
convincing that it was indeed a flag and not an instrument placed on top of the pillar, because of 
the existence of another flag in Feroz Shah's retinue that portrayed an astrolabe.  Though either 
one would have roughly the same cultural implications for the purposes of this chapter, the 
ambiguity in the sources is interesting.  An actual astrolabe would give more weight to my 
Alexander “re-enaction” hypothesis.  
 
343 kaz ān gūnah kandar saṭurlāb-hā 
   tawān dīd aflāk rā tāb-hā 
   ba-sāzīm shaklī digar tābnāk 
   ke bīnīm az war az daryā-o-khāk 
   shabī chand bā fīlsūfān-i ʿahd 
   ba-angīzashī tāzah mī kard jihad.  
   AS, 495. 
   In the way that one can see the shining stars in the astrolabe, we should build another 
shining form with which we can see the secrets of the sea and land.  Many nights were 
passed with the philosophers of the age as he renewed his efforts with urgency. 
  The Chinese model, which had been seen and selected previously, was shown to a sage.  
With that guidance which the King provided, they produced a model in the workshop.  
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the mirror comes from the model of the astrolabe "in which one can see the stars," but 
is instead turned to the "land and sea."  Control of the heavens and the earth went 
hand-in-hand like the astrolabe and Alexander's mirror.   
In navigating between the ether of theory and the terra firma of practice, we find a 
number of connections between the depiction of Feroz Shah’s court in Customs of Feroz 
Shah and Khusrau’s Mirror of Alexander.  The most direct connections are the two 
half-page unattributed quotations from Khusrau’s Alexander epic in the chronicle, The 
Customs of Feroz Shah.  The first quotation is from a chapter in the Mirror of 
Alexander in which the Emperor reflects on the inventions of the ancient Persian kings 
and asks rhetorically, “In the end, why shouldn’t there remain a memorial of me in this 
age?”344  Within a few lines, his philosophers have answered his call—the famous 
Aristotle has constructed the astrolabe.  The second citation of The Mirror of Alexander 
in the chronicle also borrows from this story.  But here The Customs of Feroz Shah 
crucially changes the second hemistich.  Instead of Aristotle, it is “the lord of the world” 
(Alexander or even suggestively Feroz Shah) who has constructed the astrolabe.345   
 
The "Re-Production" of Alexander’s Astrolabe 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
When they brought the roundness (tadwīr) of the form to perfection they built a mirror 
ten by ten. Then they constructed a talisman (ṭilism) in the mirror so that one could see 
clearly for a long distance. 
 
344 chera bāyad ākhar keh dar rozgār  
   nishānī na-mānad ze man yādgār?  
   SFS, 303 and AS, 490. 
 
345 chū har kas mithālī ze har bāb sākht 
   arisṭū-yi dānā siṭurlāb sākht AS, 490.   
 
   Compare to: 
   chū har kas mithālī ze har bāb sākht 
   khudāwand-i ʿālam siṭurlāb sākht.  SFS, 304.  
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The astrolabe consists of a flat plate, the mater (umm), surrounded by a rim, 
nesting within which are a series of flat metallic plates, tympans (ṣafīḥah).  On the 
tympans are lines representing the sphere of the sky through the principles of 
stereographic projection [Figure 6].  A sighting vane (ʿiḍādah) lying flat across the back 
of the astrolabe was used for taking measurements of the degree of a star’s altitude, 
which when combined with the degree of the azimuth gives the reader the coordinates 
of the star in the night sky.  The star pointer, colorfully known as the “spider” (L. aranea, 
A. ʿankabūt) is adjusted so that the star is situated properly on the virtual horizon of the 
astrolabe.  
Through trigonometry, the manipulation of these plates allowed scientists to make 
many calculations about the time of day, the height of a building, or the ascendant 
constellation—an essential component of astrological horoscopy.  ʿAbd al-Rahman al-
Sufi, a Persian astronomer writing in Arabic in the tenth century, documented over a 
thousand uses for the astrolabe.346  Yet the technical, cultural, and political functions of 
the astrolabe should not be treated separately.  The astrolabe, in Latourian parlance, 
has a hybrid ontological character.347  The “thingness” of the instrument allows for 
mathematical and astral calculation; yet this “thingness” exists inextricably in tandem 
with its conceptualization.  That is, the astrolabe’s mechanical function in producing 
talismans is as much a part of its historical “thingness” as its function in rendering the 
stars.  By looking more closely at how the astrolabe was theorized in Khusrau’s text, we 
can more clearly understand how the astrolabe existed in the imagination.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
346 al-Sufi 1962. Many of these practical uses were simple extrapolations from its basic 
trigonometric functions.   
 
347 Latour 1992, 154: “Is the practice of science then somewhere in the middle of this line going 
from the Object-pole to the Subject-pole?  Is it a hybrid, or a mixture?  A little bit of Object and a 
little bit of Subject?” 
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Having many cultural connotations of universal rule, the astrolabe was an 
instrument to conjure with, and so Feroz Shah conjured Alexander by replicating his 
astrolabe. The Customs relates how Feroz Shah rediscovered the astrolabe of Alexander 
and had his artisans construct a large silver replica.348  This rediscovery of the ancient 
past had implications for the political present, underpinning the antiquity of the Shah’s 
claim to rule the region, for in the Alexander epics, the Persian Emperor conquered 
India.  Indeed, numerous rulers in the Delhi Sultanate styled themselves, “the second 
Alexander” (sikandar-i ṡānī), an epithet often included on coinage.349  But the astrolabe 
specifically conjures Alexander’s ambitions of universal rule by depicting, somewhwat 
unusually, both the Northern and Southern hemispheres (shamālī o janūbī).  The vast 
majority of astrolabes from this time period only depicted one hemisphere, since travel 
to the Southern hemisphere was still relatively rare.  As the anonymous chronicler 
phrased it: “It works through the seven climes [the seven climates in which the world 
was divided].”350  By displaying both hemispheres, the astrolabe's theoretical depiction 
of the entire world was prioritized over its practical function as an instrument.  
The astrolabe was the most central instrument to the imagination of a universal 
cosmology in medieval Islamicate culture and therefore most symbolic of universal rule.  
The Mirror of Alexander used technology like the astrolabe as convenient narrative 
etiologies for Alexander’s astounding feats of conquest.  In describing the power of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
348 SFS, 303:  dar idrāk-i ān ba-tatabbuʿ-i balīgh farmūd ba-istiqṣā’ . 
 
349 The coinage of the Delhi Sultanate from the fourteenth century reveals that many regents 
referred to themselves as either the Second Alexander (Sikandar-i thānī) or the Alexander of the 
Age (Sikandar al-zamān): 
http://www.chiefacoins.com/Database/Countries/Sultanate_of_Delhi.htm.  
   Coinage had a weighty relevance—the right to print one’s name on coinage (haqq al-sikkah) and 
the right to announce one’s name at Friday sermon (haqq al-khuṭbah) were the two exclusive 
iconographic privileges of legitimate rulers in Islamicate society.  See the entry for Sikka 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, second edition. 
 
350 SFS, 302: īn ba-haft iqlīm kār āyad.  
  The “seven climes” were the seven divisions of the world in the medieval Perso-Arabic 
cosmology.  
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technology, Amīr Khusrau also provides a sociological model for the development of 
scientific achievement through translation across languages and cultures.  When we 
understand Khusrau’s theory about the advancement of technology through Alexander’s 
use of foreign artisanal production (e.g. the Chinese mirror to build his own eponymous 
mirror, and the mobilization of various communities to build the rampart to keep out 
the barbarians, Gog and Magog), we can understand how Feroz Shah invoked this 
model of cultural production when he re-appropriated the Ashokan pillar of Topra with 
its various Indic inscriptions and moved it to his capital Ferozabad.  Yet, the cultural 
chauvinism of the astrolabe-flag is tempered by an acknowledgement of the value of 
various cultures’ material production—Alexander was better able to conquer the world 
through a judicious engagement with the various philosophers and artisans, not just 
through conquest.   
 
The Mirror and its Mechanization  
In a parable told by the poet Rumi (d.1273), a Persian king invites Byzantine and 
Chinese artisans to a competition to see who could make a better mural.  Two opposing 
walls of a room in the palace are chosen and covered with curtains.  Behind the curtains, 
both sides are given whatever supplies they require to complete the task.  The Chinese 
artisans work fastidiously, asking for hundreds of colors and tools; mysteriously, the 
Byzantines do not ask for anything except scrubbing brushes and polish.  When both 
sides announce they are finished, the king raises the curtain from the first wall so that 
the work can be assessed.  The Chinese artisans have rendered beautiful depictions of 
animals and hunt scenes, which greatly impress the king.  Then the curtain is raised 
from the second wall, and—lo and behold—the Byzantines have polished the wall so 
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thoroughly that it mirrors the Chinese painting, but with even greater brilliance than 
the original.  The king is so amazed that his eyes appear to pop out of their sockets.351  
Somewhat typically for the author, Rumi’s parable reflects on the greater 
epistemological value of the mirror image of the Byzantines over the original painting of 
the Chinese.   In this Neoplatonic Sufi schema, the mirror is a metaphor for the forms 
conceived by the active intellect.  Forms reflected in the mirror of the heart and mind 
are more similar to the eternal forms produced in the mind of God than are their 
mundane counterparts.  Thus, the mirror of the Byzantines (an allusion to Greek 
philosophy) possesses a privileged epistemological relationship to the Godhead over the 
paintings of the Chinese artisans.  In Rumi’s version of the parable, Neoplatonic Sufi 
philosophy incorporates the trope of the mirror to such a degree that the materiality of 
the mirror is de-emphasized.  Within Rumi’s lifetime, however, a poet in India re-told 
this story, but changed it so that the emphasis shifted from the metaphor to the 
materiality of the mirror.   
  Amīr Khusrau rewrote Rumi’s parable in a number of ways.  First, in Khusrau’s 
version, like in Niżāmī’s, it is the king Alexander who holds the competition.  Second, 
the roles of the Chinese and the Byzantine artisans are reversed so that the Chinese 
artisans are polishing the wall into a mirror and the Byzantines are painting with 
myriad colors.  This switch immediately undermines the Byzantine-Greek philosophical 
element of Rumi’s story by removing the allusion to Greek philosophy.  Lastly, Khusrau 
incorporates the parable into the larger frame story of Alexander’s quest to conquer the 
world, often through the use of inventions and technology.  In other words, whereas 
Rumi isolates the parable of the Chinese and the Byzantine painters from the other 
parables in his Maṡnawī, Khusrau incorporates the parable into a broader frame story 
of Alexander’s inventions and emphasizes the materiality of the mirror.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
351 Story 157 in vol. 1 of the Masnavi: dīda rā az dīda-khāna mī rabūd. 
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In Khusrau’s version of the epic, Alexander uses the mirror produced by the 
Chinese in order to build his own mirror, in which he could see anywhere in the world.  
This mirror, once constructed on a large scale, is instilled with a talisman (ṭilism) and 
installed on top of a minaret so that it could reflect images from a great distance and 
thus allow the emperor to engage the fleet of marauding Frankish pirates in the 
Mediterranean Sea [Figure 6]352 —an echo of the story of the ship-burning mirror, 
which has a long history in Islamicate literatures as well.353  But Amīr Khusrau expands 
on it by providing a theory of Persian kingship alongside a theory of material culture in 
which the Persian king (in this case, Alexander) draws upon the artisanal production of 
the various peoples of the world (in this case, the Chinese) for the common good, that is, 
to provide protection against the outsider threats of the Frankish pirates and the 
barbarian monsters Gog and Magog.   
In the Qur’ān, Gog and Magog are barbarian monsters that terrorize a people in a 
distant land.  The people beseech “Two Horns” (Alexander) for rescue, and so he binds 
the monsters behind an iron rampart [Figure 2].  In classical Persian literature, the 
people led by Gog and Magog were wild and uncivilized.  Niżāmī colorfully describes 
them as gluttonous fiends with fingernails of iron and hair down to their feet.  Amīr 
Khusrau describes them with sharp teeth and incestuous sexual mores.  Firdausī 
describes ghoulish women each giving birth to thousands of children.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
352 The iconography of Feroz Shah’s “golden minaret” has an astonishing parallel with Alexander’s 
mirror-on-minaret.  The author of the Customs of Feroz Shah tells us that an astrolabe (or 
astrolabe flag) was affixed (nasab kard) on top of the pillar of Ferozabad (i.e. the golden 
minaret) before talking about Alexander’s astrolabe in Alexandria.  Though it’s not clear if Feroz 
Shah intended this iconographical parallel or if the chronicler merely suggests it. We might 
speculate that it was a kind of re-enactment of the epic, but there is not much other 
circumstantial evidence to suggest that this idea had much traction other than with the 
anonymous chronicler.   
 
353 The motif of Plato’s ship-burning mirror in various medieval Arabic and Persian literary genres 
and the corresponding story in Greek sources is usefully traced in Hamadani 2001, 3-15.  My 
thanks to Hossein Kamaly for the reference.   
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For the task of building the iron rampart against such hideous monsters, 
Alexander employs Byzantine and Russian artisans.  In figure 1, we see this parable 
from Firdausī’s Alexander epic in a miniature painting produced in Ilkhanid-controlled 
Iran in 1330, roughly twenty year before Feroz Shah’s rise to power in Delhi.  As Linda 
Komaroff argues, the variety of artisans depicted in the painting—Turkic, Russian, and 
Byzantine—reflect a "new cosmopolitan reality of the Pax Mongolica" throughout the 
Iranian plateau and Central Asia.354  As noted above, in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries, Delhi received large populations of Muslims fleeing the Mongol invasion.  
Perhaps reflecting on this new cultural and intellectual influx, Khusrau theorizes about 
the role of technology and craft as universally beneficial objects that move between 
cultures.    
 
The Sources of the Astrolabe-Mirror 
Typically in premodern Persian poetry, inventions and magic objects are ascribed 
to the minds of kings.  But Khusrau goes further and theorizes the roles of artisans and 
foreigners in the production of these objects.  The emphasis on artisans reveals how 
people rely upon the discoveries of others in their daily life.  In other words, to 
paraphrase Khusrau: every day people use tools that were invented by others.  This does 
not diminish, but rather complements Alexander’s divinely inspired powers of 
invention. The following unusually long chapter title merits attention, for it provides 
Khusrau with the title of his work and the central concept of the narrative (the mirror):  
The story of the numerous instruments that the Lords of commanding [good] 
and prohibiting [evil] have laid out, for the sake of the present and the future; 
the foundation upon which their name remains talked about on account of 
these deeds; and a note on those artifices which Alexander invented by divine 
inspiration (ilhām-i allāhī), strength of natural character (quwwat-i ṭabīʿī), 
and purity of practice/mathematics (ṣafuwwat-i riyāżī), and were completed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
354 Komaroff and Carboni 2002, 168. 
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in accordance with the laws of wisdom (qānūn-i ḥikmat); and the 
competition he held between the Chinese and the Byzantines; and the story of 
the astrolabe that illuminated the (path of the sun/the surface of the earth); 
and the circumstance of the mirror which appeared in his age and which 
reflected an image into the sea from the minaret of Alexandria casting  the 
sword of the Franks into the Ethiopian sea.355 
 
In this long-ish chapter title, Khusrau frames the emergence of new technological 
knowledge within a four-fold scheme: kings, philosophers, artisans, and competition 
with foreigners.  He states that each ruler and each generation that values a high level of 
mastery in an art provides the next generation with a new craft or technology—
particularly important for kings, whose renown depends on such inventions.  For 
example, from amongst the ancient Persian kings, Jamshid invented instruments of 
battle (ālāt-i dār-o-gīr), King Solomon invented the flying throne (sarīr), and Kay-
Khusrau invented the cup with which to see to all the secrets of the world.356  Alexander 
is most closely associated with the astrolabe, together with his mirror, which he invents 
to destroy the fleet of Frankish marauders in the Mediterranean Sea.357  Importantly, 
the astrolabe and the mirror are conceptually analogous.   
Just as the astrolabe reflects the cosmos in a stereographic projection, the mirror 
of Alexander allows him to see the world.  For Amīr Khusrau, the symbols of Persian 
kingship, specifically the world-revealing cups possessed by Kay Khusrau and 
Alexander, are inextricably linked to the astrolabe: “King Khusrau, the measurer of 
affairs…put much strenuous effort into working the astrolabe so that in accordance with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
355 AS, 487. 
 
356 AS, 487. 
 
357 “The astrolabe and the bejeweled mirror  
  are exemplary of the rule of Alexander”  
  Siṭurlāb o ‘Āīnah-i gawharī  
  namūdār-i ‘Āīn-i Iskandarī  
  AS, 287. 
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ancient custom he completed the cup with wise measure.”358 An earlier poet, Niżāmī, 
for his part, also makes this connection explicit—he describes how Alexander called 
forth Apollonius (Balīnās) to examine the world-revealing cup of Kay Khusrau, draw 
some connected lines, make some computations and build an astrolabe on the 
prototype of the kingly cup.359  The image of the entire world invokes the ambitions of 
the cosmocrator and his ability to understand the world, from his own cultural position.  
The astrolabe translates the world into his own idiom, empowering him to transcend 
linguistic and cultural boundaries to establish universal rule.  
Though Khusrau links invention with kingship, he prefaces his section of 
Alexander’s inventions by emphasizing the role of artisans and philosophers.  His 
depiction of the sources of inventions contains a theory of intellectual origins and 
newness rooted in artisanal craft.  First, Khusrau describes the heart as a brilliant 
mirror which every moment brings forth a thought or reflection from the unseen void, a 
common contemporary schema.  Then he discusses how “each craft makes a new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
358 gharaz-i sālhā khusrau kār-sanj 
   ba-kār-i siṭurlāb mī burd ranj 
   ke tā ham bar āīn-i pīshīnah jām 
   ba-farhang-i farzānah kard-ash tamām.  
   AS, 490. 
 
359 balīnās-i farzānah rā pesh khwānd 
   ba nazdik-i jām-i jahān-bīn nishānd 
  chū dānā nażar kard dar jām-i zharf 
   raqam-hā-yi ou khwānd ḥarfān ba ḥarf 
   badān jām az ānjā ke paiwand būd  
   musalsal kashīdah khaṭṭī chand būd 
   tamāshā-yi ān khaṭṭ basī sākhtand 
   ḥisābī nihān būd ba-shnākhtand 
   ba shāh-o ba farzānah-ī austād 
  ʿadad-hā-yi khaṭṭ rā giriftand yād 
   … 
   siṭurlāb-i daurī ke farzānah sākht 
   bar āīīn-i ān jām-i shāhānah sākht.   
   Sharafnāmah, Niżāmī, 774. 
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form”360 and “each form is given a new adornment.”361  He goes on to say that, “from 
those hearts which value mastery (ustādī), a new invention/craft emerges every age.”362  
With this introduction to the importance of craft and its development through the ages, 
Khusrau sets the stage for Alexander’s own inventions, which are explained as deriving 
from divine inspiration, strength of natural temperament, and purity of practice.363  But 
this heroic model of invention is tempered by a kind of humble acceptance of peoples’ 
quotidian yet profound reliance on others. 
 Khusrau theorizes about artisanal craft as a phenomenon shared between 
different kinds of people.  His discussion about the importance of artisans in society 
includes a list of advances in textiles, metalwork, glassware, weaponry, and even 
kitchenware: “Look what all the great ones have built—they completed your work before 
you.  You can be proud of all this and take up an instrument of this sort for yourself.”364 
Khusrau then argues, by way of summary, that everyone benefits from these inventions 
and crafts, making a pun on a metaphor of food: “Now, everything which people eat is 
only that which has been cooked-up by others.”365  This apparently mundane metaphor 
reveals an insight into the underlying connection between different types of people and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
360 AS, 288: ba-har peshah-ī paikarī nau kunad.  
 
361 AS, 288: ba-har paikarī zaiwarī nau kunad.  
 
362 AS, 288: ka-zū har zamān ṣanʿatī rā nau-īst.  
 
363 AS, 487: ba-ilhām-i ilahī wa quwwat-i ṭabīʿī wa ṣufwat-i riyāẓī.  The term for practice (riyāẓī)   
has the double-sense of spiritual practice and mathematical practice, suggesting, perhaps, a 
general concern with discipline and eliminating error. 
 
364 babīn tā buzurgān chehā  sākhtand 
   ke kār-i tū pesh az tū pardākhtand 
   tawānī tū bā īn hamah sar-kashī 
   ke yak sāz az īn sān za khwud bar-kashī.   
   AS, 488. 
 
365 kanūn har che īn mardumān mī khorand 
   hamah pukhta-yi dīgarān mī khorand.  
   AS, 488. 
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culture.  The turn of phrase particularly resonates in Persian.  For something in Persian 
to be cooked (pukhta) means for it to be properly prepared, mature, educated, and 
cultured. 366    To be raw (khām) would connote the opposite—rough, immature, 
uncultured.367  In Persian, then, for things to be “cooked up” by others would be an 
allusion to a kind of preparation for cultural perfection.  But Khusrau is not only 
referring to a specifically Persian form of acculturation. Later on in the narrative, 
breaking with the frame structure of Niżāmī and Rumi, he includes cultures outside of 
the Persian cosmopolis in his model for the development of technology.368   By doing so, 
he raises the question of cultural origins and posits a decided benefit to technological 
exchange.   
In Khusrau’s version of the parable of the competition between the Chinese and 
Byzantines, the Chinese artisans create the mirror that reflects the Byzantines’ paintings.  
It is on this mirror that Alexander’s mirror is based:  
In this image, the mirror of the border and land displayed an image of 
Byzantium in China. Something that can be said correctly by way of 
explanation is that [the mirror’s] basis is from China not from Alexander.  
But Alexander in this realm found renown in another way.369  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
366 A Sanskrit cognate, paripakva, with similar cultural connotations, may have been understood 
by a broadly Indic audience.  My thanks to Allison Busch for the observation.   
 
367 This distinction continues to hold true in modern Hindi and Urdu with cooked (pakkā) and raw 
(kaccā).   
 
368 Khusrau’s parable of the competition between the Chinese and the Byzantine painters explicitly 
breaks with Niżāmī’s concept of the diffusion of technology.  Niżāmī frames the story of the 
competition of Chinese and the Byzantines as a competition arising from a dispute between 
groups of visitors from various countries to the court of Alexander.  Each visitor agrees that 
different places have different specialties: the people of India (Hindūstān) specialize in spells 
and tricks (nairang-o-afsūn-garī).  The people of Babylon specialize in different kinds of magic 
(jādū’īhā).  Khorasanis specialize in music (sarūd).  And the Arabs specialize in poetry.  That’s 
when there is a dispute about whether the Byzantines or the Chinese are better painters, see 
Sharaf-nāmah, 805. Whereas Niżāmī then moves onto discuss the dangers of rendering images 
through the parable of Mani the painter, Amīr Khusrau emphasizes how Alexander borrows the 
mirror technology of the Chinese for his own purposes and how everyone can benefit from the 
inventions of many types of people.   
 
369 darīn ṣūrat āīnah dar marz-o-būm 
   ze chīn gasht ṣūrat-numāī ba-rūm 
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When Alexander is confronted with the problem of the Frankish fleet of pirate ships 
tyrannizing the Mediterranean Sea, he brainstorms with his philosophers for a solution.  
After acknowledging that it is not possible to charge them on horseback at sea,370 he 
comes up with a better idea:  
In the way that in the astrolabe one can see the shining stars, we should 
build another shining form with which we can see the secrets of the sea and 
land.  Many nights were passed with the philosophers of the age as he 
renewed his efforts with urgency.371   
 
After ordering all of the materials for a new tool and raising sufficient capital, he 
remembers what the Chinese artisans built: 
The Chinese model, which had been seen and selected previously, was 
shown to a sage.  With that guidance which the King provided, they 
produced a model in the workshop.  When they brought the roundness 
(tadwīr) of the form to perfection they built a mirror ten by ten. Then they 
constructed a talisman (ṭilism) in the mirror so that one could see clearly for 
a long distance.372 
 
The model (namūnah) of the Chinese artisans is selected by the king whose abstract 
plans are then materialized by the artisans.  And when the artisans reached the limits of 
their abilities, they employed a talisman to achieve further mechanistic results.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
   sukhan kaz durustī ba-sharḥ andar-ast 
   asāsash za khāqān na ze iskandarast 
   AS, 494. 
 
370 chū natwān ba-daryā furus-tākhtan 
   babāyad digar chārah-ī sākhtan. 
   AS, 495. 
 
371 kaz ān gūnah kandar saṭurlāb-hā 
   tawān dīd aflāk rā tāb-hā 
   ba-sāzīm shaklī digar tābnāk 
   ke bīnīm az war az daryā-o-khāk 
   shabī chand bā fīlsūfān-i ʿahd 
   ba-angīzashī tāzah mī kard jihad.  
   AS, 495. 
 
372 AS, 495. 
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Likewise, in Khusrau’s schema, technology is translated across cultures by the 
emperor’s intellectual abstractions in tandem with his artisans’ technical capabilities.  
One of the ideal attributes of the king is that he recognizes ability and skill 
(kifāyat-shinās)373 just as Alexander surrounded himself with the best philosophers of 
the age:  
Now that I possess kingship 
and greatness from the moon to the fish,  
and philosophers such as I have, more or less,  
neither Kay-Khusraw nor Jamshid ever had,  
why shouldn’t there at last remain 
 a memorial of me in this age?374  
 
Alexander then turns to these philosophers to help him design a memorial for his reign: 
the astrolabe and by extension, his mirror.  At this point in the narrative, Khusrau turns 
to the invention of the astrolabe and some debates surrounding its provenance. This 
passage gives us a sense of how invention was understood as a process. Khusrau’s 
narrative of the astrolabe’s invention implies a heroic effort by the king and his talented 
philosophers: at the command of the king, all of the philosophers in each discipline or 
field (pesha) turned towards thought and committed a wondrous effort (jihadī shigarf) 
to understanding hidden secrets.375  After this deep reflection, Aristotle constructs the 
astrolabe.  
And yet the origins of the astrolabe somehow remained vague.  Khusrau provides 
other theories about the provenance and etymology of the word astrolabe—first he 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
373 AS, 495. 
 
374 kanūn kān hamah pādshāhī marāst 
   buzurgī zi mah tā ba-māhī marāst  
   ḥakīmān ke man dāram az besh-o-kam 
   nah kai-khusrau ān dāsht hargez na jam 
   cherā bāyad ākhar ke dar rūzgār 
   nishānī na-mānad zi man yādgār. 
   AS, 490. 
 
375 rāz-i poshīdah. 
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states his own position: that astrolabe means “scale of the sun” in Greek.  Then he cites 
another claim that lāb is the name of sage who built the astrolabe.  He explains the 
implications: although the astrolabe was attributed to Alexander, it was actually created 
earlier; a second claims that lāb was the name of the son of Aristotle; and a third claims 
that he saw in a popular/general history (tārīkh-i ʿām) that lāb was the name of the son 
of Idrīs, a prophet of Islam who was popularly associated with astral knowledge.376  If 
we compare these genealogies to those discussed by David King in his article on the 
debates about the provenance of the astrolabe and its etymology in classical Islamic 
culture, we are left with the sense that Khusrau was not aware of the most current 
theories in Baghdad about the etymology of the word.377  But perhaps the most current 
theories contradicted the demands of his task— the murky origins of the instrument’s 
name allow for a more robustly heroic role for the advisor-philosopher Aristotle and his 
invention of the astrolabe.  And these inventions provided historical etiologies for the 
seemingly incredible feats of empire attributed to Alexander, in part, by giving him the 
intellectual power to transcend linguistic and cultural boundaries.  
The bricolage provenance of Alexander’s mirror, borrowed intellectually from 
Chinese artisans, is analogous to the process in which Feroz Shah re-purposed the 
Topra pillar as spolia; Feroz Shah’s patronage of philosophical discourse, including 
translations between Sanskrit and Perso-Arabic astral knowledge systems, should 
therefore be seen in the light of his appropriation of the model of Alexander’s 
intellectual regime.  This is not to say, however, that Feroz Shah’s appropriation of 
Alexander’s regime was determinative of scientific exchange.  Rather, these cultural 
paradigms merely framed the social value of technological exchange.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
376 AS, 490. 
 
377 King 1981, 43-83. 
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Despite the transmission and relevance of his works throughout the Persian 
cosmopolis, Khusrau’s particular context of north India deserves attention.  Fifty years 
after the death of Amīr Khusrau, the astrolabe was taken up by Sultan Feroz Shah 
Tughluq of Delhi (the cousin of Muhammad bin Tughluq, the last of Amīr Khusrau's 
patrons) as the centerpiece of his iconographical regime.  In the process, he patronized 
translations of astral knowledge systems between Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit for the 
first time by a Muslim ruler in India.   
 
The Delhi Sultanate and Feroz Shah’s Translation Project 
Before the thirteenth century, there had been only sporadic exchange between 
Sanskrit and Perso-Arabic scholars of astral knowledge systems.378  The exchange was 
aided by the fact that both systems shared conceptual similarities stemming from Greek 
texts translated into Sanskrit in the early centuries of the first millennium, and then 
into Arabic during the translation movements of the Abbasid Empire in the seventh, 
eighth, and ninth centuries.379  In his book Taḥqīq fī mā li’l-Hind (Research on India), 
Berūnī (d.1048) compared the various elements of the Arabic astronomical and 
astrological models with those that he found in Sanskrit during his travels in India.380  
His Persian manual on astrology Tafhīm li-awā’il al-ṣanāʿat al-tanjīm (An Excursus on 
the Elementary Aspects of the Craft of Astrology) also made comparisons with the 
astrology of the Indians (al-hunūd).  After al-Berūnī’s work, however, there is little 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
378 Pingree 1981, 2.  Pingree argues that due to the low chances of manuscript survival, many of the 
remaining Sanskrit manuscripts have been largely influenced by modern collection practices.   
 
379 Plofker 2010, 1.  
 
380 For more on Berūnī’s views about the Persian languages and the historical figure of Alexander, 
see Chapter One. 
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evidence for much intellectual exchange on this topic between these linguistic 
communities for the next two hundred years.  
The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries represent a watershed moment in the 
translation history of Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit astronomical and astrological texts.  
After a period of two hundred years of scant evidence of exchange,381 a new genre of 
astrology emerged in Sanskrit, Tājikaśāstra, which self-consciously employed Perso-
Arabic astrological concepts imported into Sanskrit for the production of birth 
horoscopy.  As glossed above, the Sanskrit term Tājikaśāstra means, “teaching of the 
Muslims.” At first this exchange was largely limited to the northwest region of Gujarat 
where significant Arabic and Persian speaking populations had lived since the eighth 
century.  During the sixteenth century, the genre would become one of the most popular 
Sanskrit genres of astrology, itself a large corpus, and one that continues to be practiced 
today in numerous Indian universities.  In the early context of nascent mutual interest 
in astrological systems, Feroz Shah Tughluq patronized the first translations of Sanskrit 
works of astral knowledge systems (jyotiḥśāstra) into Persian.     
Despite Feroz Shah’s extensive patronage, only one of these manuscripts 
translated from Sanskrit into Persian is known to exist in its complete form.  The Kitāb-
i Bārāhī Sanghtā was a Persian translation of the Sanskrit scholar Varāhamihira’s 
Brhatsamhita (Major Compilation) made by ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Shams Thānesarī, a 
secretary and poet of Feroz Shah.382  Though this is one of the few examples of 
translation we have into Persian from Sanskrit in this period, it is nevertheless quite 
substantial, containing over a thousand folios.  The other example that we have of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
381 This little-noted phenomenon is usually represented in timelines by lacunae without much 
historical comment. Plofker 2010, 6-7. 
 
382 There are six known manuscript copies of this text: two MSS at Aligarh Muslim University, one 
MS in India Office (London), one MS in Andhra Pradesh State Library (Hyderabad), two MSS in 
the Sherani Collection in Punjab University (Lahore). Cf. Ansari 2004, 590.   
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Sanskrit astrology in Persian from this period is the Dalā’il-i Ferozī (Victorious 
Indications) of which only a short summary remains.  Both of these texts deal broadly 
with concepts of Sanskrit astrology, explaining the basic calendrical categories, the 
movements of planets, their influences, and auguries for natural events and disasters.  
 But one thing must have been clearly missing for the Persian readers of these 
Sanskrit texts: the astrolabe.  Perhaps for this reason, the first manuscript on the 
astrolabe in Sanskrit was written at Feroz Shah’s court.  The success of this translation 
project may have been limited in the short term, however, as Sanskrit manuscripts 
describing the astrolabe appear to have had a low circulation and a Sanskrit astrolabe 
itself was not produced until the end of the sixteenth century. 383  To understand some 
of the cultural inflections of this limited transmission, the next section of this chapter 
deals with the role of the Jains in the transmission of knowledge about the astrolabe at 
Feroz Shah’s court.   
 
Jain Translators 
Persian chronicles contain ample evidence of the translation of works from 
Sanskrit into Persian by providing the (ostensibly Islamic) names of the translators.  No 
interlocutors competent in Sanskrit are mentioned, however, nor are Persian texts 
having been translated into Sanskrit.  How are we to read this silence?  Of course 
silence per se can be read an infinite number of ways.  But a couple of ways suggest 
themselves in this case.   
One way might be to read these limited forms of translation as signaling a kind of 
conceptual incommensurability, like the attempts to translate Chinese medicine into 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
383  The long term ramifications of this translation project allowed for a more substantial 
acculturation during the Mughal period.  Pingree also mentions that after Feroz Shah’s court, 
the astrolabe is rarely mentioned in other Sanskrit treatises on astronomical instruments until 
the sixteenth century. Pingree 1981, 53.      
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Persian by Rashīd al-Dīn described by Persis Berlekamp.  Yet, we have much evidence 
for a fairly robust translation of Perso-Arabic terms into Sanskrit astrological texts in 
the Tājikaśāstra genre mentioned above.  Another way to read this silence might be to 
think of this limited translation as a kind of talismanic activity subconsciously intended 
to negate the mysterious alterity of Sanskrit texts. As the astrolabe flag on Feroz Shah’s 
minaret conjured Alexander in the mind of Persian chroniclers and negated the pillar’s 
mysterious powers, the translation of Sanskrit astrological texts into Persian similarly 
might have served to check the mysterious power of the Sanskrit texts.  But, admittedly, 
these speculations do not get us very far besides acknowledging issues of power and 
attendant complex motivations for translation.  It is perhaps more interesting to look at 
what has recently been discovered about the translators of the earliest extant astrolabe 
treatise into Sanskrit.   
  Recent scholarship has provided solid evidence for the presence of Sanskrit 
scholars translating Perso-Arabic into Sanskrit at the court of Feroz Shah.  This 
evidence draws from the testimony of the students of these Sanskrit scholars and even 
some internal evidence of the technical treatises themselves.  Analyzing the technical 
charts from The Customs of Feroz Shah, S.R. Sarma convincingly lays out an argument 
for the role of Jain scholars in Feroz Shah’s translation project.384  One Jain scholar in 
particular, Mahendra Sūri, wrote the first Sanskrit treatise on the astrolabe Yantrarāja 
(The King of Instruments)385 during Feroz Shah’s rule.  But it was not known what kind 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
384 Sarma 2008, 189.   
 
385 The apposition of “King” and “Instrument” in the Sanskrit title of the work is highly suggestive: 
what makes it the king of instruments or the instrument-king? There seems to have been a self-
evident pride of place given to this instrument, as one that could theoretically represent the 
night sky anywhere on earth.  Or, perhaps the title was merely a manner of speaking—but, a 
manner of speaking that gives pride of place to an instrument that until this moment in history 
had not been described in detail in Sanskrit literature.  Most speculatively, it might be argued 
that the astrolabe was the king of the instruments since it was a unique marriage between 
theoretical knowledge of the universe and artisanal craft, just as Alexander had done when 
merging the astrolabe and the Chinese mirror to create his minaret.   
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of relationship or access the scholar had to the court.  His student, Malayendu Sūri, 
claims that his master (Mahendra Sūri) was the “foremost amongst the astronomers at 
the court of Feroz,”386 yet there are no corroborating Persian sources for his presence.  
S.R. Sarma has shown that Sūri’s Sanskrit treatise must have been written using 
information from the grand astrolabe commissioned by Feroz Shah, suggesting an 
important role for Jain scholars in this translation project.387 That is to say, the Sanskrit 
manuals written by Mahendra Sūri and his disciples were not only likely written in 
consultation with the producers of Feroz Shah’s astrolabe, but likely also suggested 
important intellectual content on the astrolabe.388  That the author of the treatise was a 
Jain raises a somewhat more difficult question about the circulation and reception 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
386 Sarma 2008, 191.   
 
387 Sarma discovered in the Sanskrit text The King of Instruments a table of the position of the 
constellations from 12 Sha'ban 771 to 1 Ramaḍān 907 A.H. which would correspond exactly to 
the table described in the Customs of Feroz Shah for the emperor’s astrolabe and therefore 
suggest Mahendra Sūri’s presence at Feroz Shah’s court, supplementing his student’s 
testimonial of Mahendra’s position.  In addition to the parts one would expect to find on an 
Arabic astrolabe from the fourteenth century (mater, tympan, rete, alidade, sighting vanes, etc.), 
the anonymous author of the Customs of Feroz Shah describes tables with information for 
making astrological calculations in both Perso-Arabic and Sanskrit traditions on the back (ẓahr) 
of the astrolabe. In other words, though based primarily on the Islamic calendar, Feroz Shah’s 
astrolabe provided information for astrological computations in both Perso-Arabic and Sanskrit.  
In the Perso-Arabic traditions, these tables include the limits (ḥudūd), faces (wujūh), trigons 
(muthallathāt), exaltations (sharaf), and dejections (habūt); the Customs of Feroz Shah also 
mentions that according to Indian scholars (ḥukamā-yi hind) these form the blind (kūr), blurry-
eyed (chīkh), full-sighted (bīnā) and partial sighted (nā-bīnā) SFS, 305.  According to Sarma, 
these correspond to the fourfold division of the lunar mansions in Sanskrit jyotiśāstra: the blind 
(andha), one-eyed (mandāksa), both-eyed (madhyaksa), and clear-sighted (sulocana).  Sarma 
2008, 189. 
388 As Sarma shows, the epoch of the star catalogue in Sūri’s The King of Instruments corresponds 
to the day with the dates provided in The Customs of Feroz Shah for the royal astrolabe, making 
a convincing argument that Jain scholars most likely used the instrument as a basis for their 
text.  Since the start and end dates for the epoch of the star catalogue are arbitrarily selected, the 
Sanskrit text may very well have been based off the instrument itself.  In other words, there was 
a calendar inscribed on the astrolabe, and since the start and end dates of the calendar are 
arbitrary, it is likely that the Sanskrit manual written by Mahendra Sūri either consulted Feroz 
Shah’s astrolabe or otherwise used it as an archetype for instruction.  Sarma also goes onto to 
argue that this suggests patronage by Feroz Shah for this translation. Equally fascinating is 
Sarma’s argument that the start dates for the calendar, the 12 and 13th of the month of Sha’ban 
have no special relevance for Muslims, whereas the equivalent date, Chaitra Sudi 15th, would 
have marked the new year in the Vikrama calendar of the North India purnimāta, suggesting 
that it was likely Mahendra Sūri chose the start dates for the astrolabe rather than Muslims at 
the court.   
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history of this manual.  Indeed, it raises the question of whether this translation project 
ever in fact included Hindus (Shaivites or Vaishnavites) at all.   
Though Sarma argues that this translation project involved official patronage of 
Muslims, Jains, and Hindus, it seems that the project’s scope was primarily limited to 
Muslims and Jains.  The only treatises we have in Sanskrit on the astrolabe until the 
sixteenth century are from Mahendra Sūri and his Jain disciples.389  Though Jains 
might have been ideal translators for Muslim patrons in some senses, it is difficult to 
tell what role they played, since Persian sources are generally silent about Jain 
translators.  There are even some indicators that relationship between Muslim rulers 
and Jains was fraught.  Jain records preserve anxiety and distress about the destruction 
of their temples.390  And yet, the Jains often provide a unique perspective on what was 
happening at Muslim courts of India, producing historical sources in languages other 
than Persian.  As Audrey Truschke has shown for later periods, Jain sources provide 
some of the only eyewitness accounts in Sanskrit describing the Mughal court.391   
Some of the reasons that texts produced by Jains have survived so well are also the 
reasons that they often did not circulate widely throughout the broader Sanskrit 
community: their rigorous archival practices tended to remove treatises from 
circulation for the sake of preservation.392  This may go some of the way to explain why 
despite the existence of treatises in Sanskrit on the astrolabe produced by Jains in Feroz 
Shah’s court, astrolabes were not produced in Sanskrit until the late sixteenth century.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
389 Truschke 2012, 161. 
 
390 Dundas 2002, 145: “Relations with the Muslims”.    
 
391 Truschke 2012, 162. 
 
392 Cort 1995, 77-87.  On p.80-81, Cort discusses the modern role of trustees (panchāyat) and 
priests (yati) in the preservation of the knowledge warehouses (bhaṇḍar). I have been unable to 
find any research on the preservation practices of knowledge warehouses of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries for this model of circulation to be demonstrated for this period.  Until then, 
my hypothesis must remain provisional.   
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It may also go some of the way towards explaining why there were technical deficiencies 
in the description of the astrolabe and why these deficiencies went uncorrected in 
Sanskrit for nearly four centuries.  
The limits of translation of the astrolabe in India suggest that we should not 
assume a kind of metaphysical universality of science, which permits a universal 
translatability (as Khusrau's Alexander epic posits).  Rather, we should look more 
closely at the limits of translation for insight into the connections between science and 
socio-political ideologies.  Kim Plofker has shown how Mahendra Sūri’s Sanskrit 
treatise on the astrolabe, The King of Instruments, missed one of the key technical 
methods from the Perso-Arabic tradition: the exact mathematical solution of spherical 
triangles.393  She goes on to argue that “although [The King of Instruments] claims to be 
an exposition of “Yavana” or Western [including Islamic] astrolabe theory, it actually 
intermingles to some extent Islamic and traditional Indian approaches, not always 
intentionally and not entirely successfully...[though] the results produced by the 
corrupted versions are not glaringly wrong.”394  The technical problems were of little 
concern for the practical application of the astrolabe, and so were not corrected by 
Sanskrit scholars for another four hundred years.395  In this instance, understanding the 
mathematical principles behind the calculations was of secondary concern to its 
practical application.  If intellectual contact with Perso-Arabic scholars of astronomy 
was sustained and these Sanskrit texts on the astrolabe were circulated widely, it is hard 
to imagine that these central technical principles would not have been corrected earlier.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
393 Plofker 2000, 37-54.   
 
394 Plofker 2000, 47.  
 
395 Plofker 2000, 49. 
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Conclusion 
Amīr Khusrau's Persian Alexander epic investigated ways in which science and 
technology united the world.  The text speaks to an historical moment in the thirteenth 
century when a large number and variety of artisans had immigrated to Delhi for refuge 
from the Mongol invasions.  Science, technology and artisanal production, then, became 
key ways for understanding how people were connected.  That is, they were key cultural 
techniques of universality in the Persian cosmopolis.     
Amīr Khusrau's Mirror of Alexander (1302) and its extensive citation in the 
Persian chronicle The Customs of Feroz Shah provide new context for understanding 
the iconographical regime of the Sultan of Delhi Feroz Shah (r.1351-1388) as a re-
enactment and reproduction of Alexander's ancient Persian Empire in India. This re-
enactment was not bound to a particular genre or medium, but rather can be seen in 
Persian literature, history, science, religion, and material culture.  Of all of these bodies 
of evidence, however, Persian literature has been the most under-utilized. Despite the 
fact that Persian chronicles abound with literary citations,396scholars have identified 
only a small number of these references.  More identifications will likely lead to fresh 
insights.   
But Persian literature reveals historical insight even when unmoored from citation 
in chronicle, for it provides evidence of intellectual reflection that cannot be found in 
other sources.  For example, it is only in literature that we find a robust theory 
describing the universal utility of material culture and its justification of Persian Empire 
in India.   
In Amīr Khusrau's epic, Alexander relies heavily on his philosophers and artisans 
for the power to travel and conqueror the world.   They supply him with the theoretical 
knowledge (ʿilm) of the cosmos and the practical knowledge (ʿamal) of technological 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
396 Meisami 1993; Meisami 1995.   
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inventions. Alexander's power is fortified by his intellectual engagement not only with 
Indians, but also with Russians, Chinese, Byzantines, and Ethiopians.  Alexander's 
inventions, particularly his mirror, the eponymous object of Khusrau's poem, provided 
a model for Feroz Shah's iconographic regime.  In turn, The Customs of Feroz Shah 
compared the Delhi-Topra pillar with Alexander's minaret, since both were iconic 
pillars that required cultural borrowing.   
 However, another Persian chronicle from a slightly later period tells an altogether 
different story.  Afīf's History of Feroz Shah (1402) does not mention Alexander in 
connection to Feroz Shah's pillar at all.  Instead, he mentions that the pillar is 
remembered as the wooden club of Bhīma, the mighty Pandava hero from the Sanskrit 
epic Mahābhārata.  How are we to reconcile these two distinctive perspectives about 
the pillar?  The answer is that it is not difficult at all, so long as we do not seek a single 
reading.  As a cultural palimpsest, the pillar was a multi-valent object with multiple 
audiences.  There was no essential, unitary and fixed meaning of the Delhi-Topra pillar.   
 But within the shared semantic field between Persian and Sanskrit there was a 
hierarchy of specialist knowledge.  And the astrolabe, signified by the astrolabe-flag on 
top of the pillar, was at the pinnacle of technical achievement. In Sanskrit, the astrolabe 
was known as yantrarāja, the King of Instruments.  And yet, only a handful of Sanskrit 
intellectuals—most, possibly all, Jain—were able to use it properly.  Since Alexander 
and his philosophers were believed to have invented the astrolabe, the astrolabe-flag 
spoke to an imperial knowledge asymmetry whereby universal knowledge was not made 
universally available.  Availability was limited to the Persian emperor, his Greek 
philosophers and the inheritors of that philosophy—scholars of Persian and Arabic.       
 In the translation history of the astrolabe, we find evidence for the ways in which a 
theory was applied in practice.  The theory involves Amīr Khusrau's formulation of the 
ways in which material culture, specifically science and technology, would unite the 
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people of the world under Alexander's imperial cosmopolitan regime.  The practice 
involves Feroz Shah's attempt to replicate that model with all of the obstacles of 
historical contingency that practice implies.  
 The astrolabe is a complex instrument that requires significant technical expertise 
to produce and utilize properly.  When Feroz Shah ordered his scholars to reproduce 
Alexander's astrolabe, he constructed an enormous instrument that also included 
information for its use in Sanskrit astronomical systems.  In medieval Persian 
chronicles, Feroz Shah's translation projects were portrayed as translation in one 
direction, from Sanskrit into Persian. And yet, a technical calendar on the astrolabe, 
described in Islamic dates, began and ended on days that correspond to important dates 
on the Śaka calendar, which has significance not for Muslims, but for Jains and other 
Indic religious groups who used the Śaka calendar.    
 These discoveries have been taken to indicate broad intellectual cooperation 
between Muslims, Hindus, and Jains—a happy story about the universal power of 
science to overcome communitarian divides.  Certainly, there is some historical merit to 
this narrative. But the evidence also suggests that, like Rashīd al-Dīn's unicum 
translation of Chinese medicine into Persian, the exchange was more remarkable as an 
indicator of the limits of translation, rather than its depth.  There is no evidence for 
Brahmanical production or usage of technical astrolabe treatises until the sixteenth 
century, almost two hundred years after Mahendra Sūri and his Jain disciples began 
producing and copying the texts.  Instead, Feroz Shah relied on certain networks of Jain 
intellectuals as cultural intermediaries.  Perhaps since the Jains were a minority 
religious group with fewer proscriptions about ritually pure language than their 
Brahmanical counterparts, they had fewer objections to collaborating with the scholars 
at Feroz Shah's court.  All of these historical contingencies, however, should not give the 
impression that Alexander's association with science was limited to the local 
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circumstances of Feroz Shah's court.  The memory of Alexander as a touchstone for 
scientific achievement, particularly astronomy, continued long after the fall of the 
Tughluq dynasty.  
 Despite the rise and fall of dynasties, Persian literature remained as a coherent 
cultural referent in the Persian cosmopolis. For example, after Feroz Shah's death in 
1388, the Delhi Sultanate kingdom fractured into a number of independent sultanates.  
Perhaps to capitalize on this disarray, the conqueror Amīr Tīmūr (known as Tamerlane 
in English literature) sacked Delhi in 1398.  Timur recorded in his memoirs the pride he 
felt when his son, Shāh Rukh, justified attacking India rather than the other potential 
target, China, by claiming that there was a precedent for invasion of India, since the 
ancient Persian kings had ruled over India and its "idol-worshipping infidels."397   This 
was ironic, for despite the over-blown rhetoric, the Timurids were attacking the newly 
weakened Sultans of Delhi, not "idol-worshipping Indians."  Both sides claimed the 
legacy of Alexander and the memory of ancient Persian rule in India as developed by 
Persian literature.  Alexander was the archetypal Persian emperor, at once newly 
articulated by Amīr Khusrau and blurred into time immemorial.   
Throughout the fifteenth century, Alexander continued to be central to the 
imagination of Persian Empire. The historian Daulat-shāh, in his Taẕkira-yi Shuʿarā' 
(Memorial of the Poets) (1486), mentions that, "The Kings of Badakhshan were an 
ancient family and generous rulers.  Some connected their genealogy to Alexander 
(Iskandar), son of Phillip (Fīlqūs), who is famous as "Two Horns" (bi-Ẕī'l-Qarnain 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
397 Elliot and Dowson 1871, Vol. III, 396: "I have seen in the history of the Persians that at the time 
of the Persian Sultans...the King of Iran and Turan bore the title Shāhinshāh and the orders of 
the Shāhinshāh were always paramount over the princes of and Rājas of Hindustan (India), and 
praise be to God that we are at this time Shāhinshāh of Iran and Turan, and it would be a pity 
that we should not be supreme over the country of Hindustan." 
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mashhūr ast)."398  Other passages reveal that Alexander continued to be a touchstone 
for astronomical knowledge.  The famous son of Shāh Rukh, Ulugh Beg (1394-1449), 
developed an astonishingly sophisticated observatory in Samarkand (modern-day 
Uzbekistan) in the 1420s.  At this observatory, astronomical tables were developed that 
were used throughout the Islamic world for centuries to come.  In order to sum up these 
achievements, the same historian mentioned above claims that "Ulugh Beg had more 
knowledge of planetary models than anyone since Alexander, Two Horns."399  In Amīr 
Khusrau's epic, Alexander achieved a kind of quasi-immortality for both universal 
conquest and scientific knowledge.   
In this mindset, great deeds left great traces and therefore the material world held 
the promise of life after death, in the form of literature, technology or, even, painting.  
As will be discussed in the next chapter, the material culture of the Persian cosmopolis 
was tied to an ethic of humanism in which the Persian language and its literary forms 
came to inflect what was human.  Such promises of immortality through literary 
materiality were central to the viability of the Persian cosmopolis.  While dynasties rose 









	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
398 Daulat-Shāh 1987, 339. 
 
399 Daulat-Shāh 1987, 272. 
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Chapter 4. Death: Jāmī's Alexander Epic (1485 CE) and Central Asia  
   
Introduction 
 Why did ethnically diverse ruling classes patronize Persian poetry for hundreds of 
years?  By and large, modern scholarship has answered this question with dubious 
narratives about rulers' needs for legitimation.  These arguments rest on the ethno-
centric assumption that non-Persian patrons of Persian poetry were attempting to 
bridge a cultural gap between themselves and their subjects.  But pre-modern theories 
about literature and language offer ways to expand upon such single-minded 
explanations of legitimation, which are, in any case, more often declared rather than 
defended.  While pre-modern poets of Persian acknowledged that the production of 
poetry was connected to political power on some level, they also conceived of Persian 
poetry as something that could be composed and enjoyed by a wide variety of people. 
The last canonical Persian Alexander epic particularly reveals ways in which Persian 
literary humanism was a cultural technique of universality in the Persian cosmopolis.   
Until very recently humanism was not theorized as a concept for the study of pre-
modern Persian poetry, as though it could be rejected out of hand as either 
anachronistic of culturally exclusive to the Western world.400 Unlike in the Latinate 
world in which humanitas functioned as an organizing principle, there was no single 
analogous word in Persian to express the idea and practice of a human community 
brought together around literature.  And yet, Persian poets frequently made the case—
and even assumed as obvious—that literature brought humanity together around 
common aspirations, mutual sympathy, and feelings of good will.   
In the fifteenth century, there was a new efflorescence of Persian literary 
humanism within the Timurid Empire.  The first history devoted exclusively to Persian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
400 Dabashi 2012 is seminal in this regard.   
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poetry was written; a Persian literary canon was formed; and more poets than ever were 
composing Persian poetry from ever-widening strata of society. In 1506, the future 
Mughal emperor Babur wrote that, "Herat, above all, was full of learned and matchless 
men.  Whatever the work a man took up, he aimed and aspired at bringing that work to 
perfection."401  Highly aware of this artistic splendour, the denizens of fifteenth-century 
Herat and Samarqand considered themselves to be at the center of the Islamic world, 
and thereby the world itself.402 Amongst this intellectual ferment, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān 
"Jāmī" composed his Alexander epic, entitled The Book of Alexander's Wisdom 
(Khirad-nāma-yi Iskandarī) (1485), and explored new ideas about what it meant to be 
human.  But in the same year, Jāmī's close friend and spiritual disciple, ʿAlī Sher 
"Nawā'ī" (1444-1501), completed another Alexander epic, Alexander's Rampart (Sadd-i 
Iskandarī) in Chaghatai Turkic based on the established Persian model.  Taken 
together, these two Alexander epics reveal how Persian literary humanism inflected the 
language politics of the late Timurid Empire.   
Despair—Kierkegaard's "sickness unto death"—is a guiding sentiment of the 
Persian Alexander tradition, in which death's imminence undergirds an ethic of 
humanism.   In different ways, all of the Persian Alexander epics portrayed Alexander as 
an everyman on a doomed search for the water of life (āb-i haiyāt).  But whereas 
Firdausī, Niżāmī, and Amīr Khusrau all discuss Alexander's death as a central theme of 
their epics, Jāmī took this theme one step further and argued that thinking about one's 
own death motivated sympathy and ethical behavior, even towards one's enemies.  In 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
401 Trans. Annette Beveridge, cited in Barry 2004, 79. 
 
402 As Nawā'ī writes in Muḥākamat al-Lughatain in 1499, trans. Devereux 1965, 40: "For more 
than thirty or forty years, men of culture and learning have regarded Khurasan [including 
Herat and Samarkand] as the great capital of the countries of the world and as the principal 
center of the Faithful.  All the poets and scholars of this territory have adorned pages with 
elegant words and praiseworthy expressions and, with every word, have demonstrated their 
merit..." 
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this schema, literary descriptions of Alexander's death created mutual sympathy and 
community amongst different kinds of people, a critical conceit for the cosmopolitanism 
of the Persian cosmopolis. 
 In the Persian cosmopolis, humanity was not simply an aggregate of human 
bodies. Humanity was co-produced with literature, for literature was the material 
embodiment of elegant speech and elegant speech was the ultimate expression of the 
human soul.  And yet, literature was a thing, an object that did not perish with time.  
This pseudo-permanence of Persian literary culture was a key feature of the Persian 
cosmopolis. While dynasties rose and fell, Persian literature remained.   
 Persian literature was posited as something that was both animate and 
inanimate—a charming, if somewhat wizened, paradox. The poet Saʿdī (d.1291) 
compared the black ink of his poems to an eternally green garden. Literature, an 
inanimate thing, animates its readers.  It should not be surprising that written words on 
the page can stir feelings in readers thousands of miles, and even thousands of years, 
away. But it is a challenge to locate these feelings in the historical record, for the 
feelings no longer remain, only their traces.  In an echo of modern theories about "the 
death of the author," Persian poets knew that traces were all the reader ever had.  
Consequently, literature defied death by leaving traces, the very traces that reminded 
readers of their own impending fate.   
 Persian had many different words for humanity (ādam-nizhād, banī-ādam, insān, 
bashar, mardum), but "being human" was often defined in poetry as being sympathetic 
to other humans.  Consider one of Saʿdī's most famous lines: 
 The children of Adam [banī ādam] (humans) are members of a single body, 
 Since they're created from one essence. 
 When one member feels pain, 
 It disturbs the others. 
 You who do not feel grief at others' afflictions 
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 Probably should not be called a man [ādamī].403 
 
Since Saʿdī's aphorism defined humanity as an association based on mutual sympathy, 
literature, the primary agent of mutual sympathy, was essential to the production of this 
community.  Even this simple humanistic sentiment raises a number of questions: what 
are the limits of the obligation to sympathize? And whom does this humanistic 
sentiment implicitly leave out (women, slaves, Turks, infidels, etc.)? After all, although 
Persian literature was available to a large number of ethnicities and religions, Persian 
literary language was not equally accessible to all people in all places.  And if humanity 
was so greatly improved by Persian literature, what did that mean for those non-native 
speakers of Persian who struggled to produce as much good literature?  Such concerns 
were articulated by one of the greatest poets and patrons of Timurid Herat, Jāmī's close 
friend and spiritual disciple, "Nawā'ī".   
Nawā'ī was concerned with the lack of poets in Turkic languages.  By his own 
account, he struggled greatly to develop a Chaghatai Turkic vernacular poetry based on 
Persian literary models. To justify his efforts, he claimed that Turkic speakers could 
produce better poetry in greater amounts if they concentrated their efforts on Chaghatai 
Turkic poetry rather than on Persian. In his treatise The Judgment Between the Two 
Languages, Persian and Turkic (Muḥākamat al-Lughatain) (1498), Nawā'ī even 
argued that the Chaghatai Turkic language was more suited than Persian to poetry, for 
Chaghatai had a more robust vocabulary for discussing emotional states.  By taking 
Nawā'ī's arguments seriously—he was one of the most influential poets and patrons of 
his time, after all—we can begin to discern some of the implications of his composition 
of the the first Chaghatai Turkic Alexander epic, Alexander's Rampart (Sadd-i 
Iskandarī) (1485), the same year that Jāmī completed the last canonical Persian 
Alexander epic.   
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 Sheldon Pollock defines the term "vernacular" as a regional literary language that 
developed against the superposition of a trans-regional cosmopolitan language—in this 
case, Persian.  In the fifteenth century, Turkic languages probably constituted 
something more like what Pollock refers to as "cosmopolitan vernacular" languages—
vernacular literary languages of place that were nevertheless used inter-regionally. 
Although Turkic poetry had already been composed for two hundred years (including 
an Alexander epic composed by Aḥmadī in the fourteenth century), Nawā'ī's Turkic 
vernacular poetry marked a watershed moment in Chaghatai Turkic's literary dignity 
and prestige by imitating not just the Alexander epic, but also the entire collection of 
The Five Treasures (Panj Ganj), the massive epic sub-genre established by Niżāmī and 
then re-energized by Amīr Khusrau.     
 
Jāmī and Nawā'ī 
Jāmī was one of the most influential poets in the early modern Islamicate world. 
He was deeply involved in the Naqshbandī order of Sufis and wrote numerous 
commentaries on the works of the Andalusian Sufi mystic, Ibn al-ʿArabī (d.1240 CE).    
His literary and theological works were translated into an astonishing number of 
languages.404  Jāmī's friend and disciple, Nawā'ī, was also a prolific writer and powerful 
patron.405 Maria Subtelny neatly summarizes Nawā'ī's large influence: 
The impact of Navāʾī’s works on all Turkic languages and peoples cannot be 
overstated. He exerted a profound influence not only on later authors, who 
wrote in Chaghatay up until the beginning of the twentieth century, but also 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
404 Richard 2003, 61-75.  For more general information, see Paul Losensky, "Jāmi,i. Life and 
Works" in Encyclopedia Iranica, online edition, 2012, available at 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/Jāmī-i (accessed on February 27, 2015) 
 
405 Subtelny, Maria E. "ʿAlī Shīr Navāʾī." Encyclopaedia of Islam, Three. Edited by: Kate Fleet, 
Gudrun Krämer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Everett Rowson. Brill Online, 2015. Reference. 
Columbia University, (accessed on 1 March 2015). 
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on the development of Azeri (especially the poetry of Fuḍūlī, d. 963/1556), 
Turkmen (the twelfth/eighteenth-century poet Makhdūm Qulī), Uyghur, 
Tatar, and Ottoman Turkish literatures.  The fact that, in the second half of 
the ninth/fifteenth century, almost all literary, artistic, and cultural life in 
the eastern Islamic lands was concentrated in Tīmūrid Herat was due as 
much to his personal efforts as a patron as to his own artistic example and 
inspiration. 
 
Jāmī and Nawā'ī shared a passion for literature—relishing the delectable flavor 
(chāshnī) of certain verses and articulating their distaste for the contrivance (ʿaib-i 
takalluf) in others.406  Their mutual respect was profound.  At the end of Jāmī's 
Alexander epic (and therefore the end of his collection of maṡnawīs), the poet lavishly 
praised his friend.  Jāmī went so far as to suggest that Nawā'ī's Five Treasures in 
Chaghatai Turkic was better than Niżāmī's in Persian—a shocking preference for a 
Turkic work over a fixture of the Persian canon.  
 Nawā'ī returned Jāmī's esteem by referring to his friend as "the foremost authority 
of Persian," translating a large number of his works into Turkic, and even boasting of 
having memorized most of Jāmī's verses.407 As it turned out, Jāmī and Nawā'ī were the 
only two poets in the fifteenth century with the literary ambition, talent, and perhaps 
the leisure time as a result of their aristocratic lifestyle, to compose responses (jawāb) 
to the Five Treasures of Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau.408   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
406 Subtelny 1986, 59. 
 
407 Trans. Devereux 1965, 34-39. 
 
408 Subtelny 1986, 61; Jāmī composed the following lines at the end of his Five Treasures in praise 
of his friend: 
 
In its rarified style his Five Treasures came to my hand, 
That lion ʿAli Sher [Nawā'ī] who swiped a five-pronged paw at Niżāmī. 
In the Turkish language an astonishing image arrived. 
It was as if silence were a roaringly powerful magic. 
May the heavens bestow many congratulations upon that pen,  
Since this work of mine was born from its imprint (maṭbūʿ). 
Bestow jewels upon the Persian language,  
In a Dari verse that strings pearls together.  
For if there was a similar work in Dari Persian, 
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Jāmī's Persian Alexander epic (1485) is the last part of his Haft Aurang (Seven 
Thrones), his response to the sub-genre of epic established by Niżāmī's Five Treasures.  
Since Nawā'ī's version of the Five Treasures was composed in Chaghatai Turkic, his 
Alexander's Rampart (1485) might seem to fall outside the scope of this chapter.  As 
mentioned in the above quote, however, Jāmī claimed to have written his Alexander 
epic in the mold (maṭbūʿ) of Nawā'ī's version.  Modern scholarship appears not to have 
compared these two eminently comparable texts, nor to have observed that these two 
close friends completed their versions of the Alexander epic at almost the exact same 
time.409   But rather than make a direct comparison between the Alexander epics of 
Jāmī and Nawā'ī (a project for a future date, since there are no translations of Nawā'ī's 
text into any European language), this chapter focuses on how their humanistic ideas, 
found in the Persian Alexander epics challenge legitimation narratives for the patronage 
of Persian poetry and at the same time help us understand an important historical 
moment in the development of Chaghatai Turkic as a Persianate vernacular literary 
language.   
 
Jāmī in the Graveyard: Humanism at Death's Door 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
There would be no room left for composing verse.   
In comparison to that inimitable verse of that poet, 
Who is Niżāmī?  And what is Amīr Khusrau? 
Since he [Nawā'ī] made his points in another language, 
He guided the intellect to distinguish between them.  
What mark you've made, oh master of poetry! 




409 There are no translations of Nawā'ī's Alexander epic and so it will not be treated in this 
chapter.   
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 Jāmī frames Alexander's death in humanistic terms—that is, as a statement about 
literature's role in producing mutual sympathy between people.  Alexander learns of his 
impending death from an angel on the summit of Mount Qaf, located at the edge of the 
world.  He writes to his mother with the news and attempts to ease her grief by 
reassuring her that his fate is common to man and womankind.   
Know that for me, like all kings, the world is a single common table setting, 
to which all men and women are called... 
Every person in this hard and short life 
has felt the pain of a loved one's death... 
There is no difference between one person and another, 
except that one falls a little before and the other a little after. 410 
 
After writing his mother, he writes his will to his advisors and makes a special request:  
at his funeral, leave my hand hanging out from under the shroud.  Do this so that men 
and women can see the hand, which has toppled kings, the hand that dominated every 
other hand, and yet, like all others, leaves empty from this world.411   
 When Alexander eventually dies, there is a protracted series of ten elegies from 
each of his advisors.  His coffin is taken to Alexandria where his advisors offer 
consolations to his mother.  In a letter, Aristotle (arisṭū) soothes Alexander's mother 
with platitudes about the universality of death amongst kings and slaves alike.  
Alexander's mother writes back that despite her grief, she was greatly relieved by 
Aristotle's letter, that each dot of ink was a pleasing point of view and that each word 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
410 bakash go chū shāhān yakī khwān-i ʿawām 
  ba-khwān sū-yi ān mard o zan rā tamām... 
  ke har kas darīn tang-nā-yi sepanj  
  zi marg-i ʿazīzī kashīda ast ranj... 
  tafāwut nadārad darīn kas zi kas 
  juz īn k-auftād andakī pesh o pas. 
 Afṣaḥzād 1997, 510 l.1935. 
 
411 guẕārīd dastam birūn az kafan 
kunīd āshkār-ash bar mard-o-zan... 
hama dast-hā pesh-i ou past buwad... 
ze ʿālam kunad riḥlat īnke tahī.   
Afṣaḥzād 1997, 510 l.1968-1974.   
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brought a hundred happinesses to her heart.  She ends with the benediction: "May 
eternal life drip from your reed pen!  May the order (niżām) of polite learning and 
literature (adab) provide poetic order (nażm) to the path of your life!" 
After Alexander's mother's letter, the epic comes to an end with two more tales 
that re-iterate the central humanistic lessons to be gleaned for Alexander's death. The 
penultimate story discusses Jāmī's metaphor of life as a traveller's waystation with two 
doors:412  
The world is a waystation with two doors,  
Constructed for travellers on the path. 
One goes in, the other goes out. 
But he who goes out, goes in turmoil. 
There's no cure for this coming and going. 
 Whose heart is not torn a hundred times by this grief? 
... 
If you are of mankind [lit., descended from Adam, ādam-nizhād] in this abased 
world, 
Don't build gardens and arches and castles. 
Those who have planted gardens before you, 
Look how their gardens have become mere remnants.    
... 
It is fair enough to weep for those gone by, 
But first of all, weep for yourself.413   
 
In the last line of this passage, there is a remarkable parallel with the syntactical logic of 
John Donne's famous line, "it tolls for thee."  As is typical in Jāmī, the last lines of this 
passage, in which the reader is exhorted to weep for him or herself as a part of mankind, 
are elaborated in the next story.   
 The last vignette in the epic begins with a madman in a graveyard, weeping wildly 
for each person who has died in Balkh, a city located in modern-day Afghanistan.  In 
some ways, it is an absurd extension of the humanism proposed by Saʿdī in which the 
ultimate humanist would feel all of humanity's pain. A concerned friend comes up to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
412 A metaphor also found in the works of the early medieval Christian scholar, Venerable Bede.  My 
thanks to Michael Barry for making this connection explicit.  
  
413 Tarbiyat 1999, 525, l.2222-2230. 
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him and says quietly, "Hey, everyone is worried about you."414  And then either to cheer 
up the madman or to tease him, he offers a little gallows humor,  "What's in it for you to 
do all this weeping?  It's not your job to do all this for free.  Don't just shed tears on 
every dusty street.  After all, your eyes aren't street gutters." To which the madman 
bursts out laughing before making a madly paradoxical accusation: "You idiot!  The 
farthest branches of your understanding are the very roots of misunderstanding!  I am 
not lamenting everyone, good or bad.  I am crying for myself! Everyone else's death 
reminds me of my own."415  At this point the reader himself feels a bit like the madman 
in the graveyard, having just made it through fifteen pages of lamentation for Alexander 
by his mother and philosophical retinue.  For Jāmī, seeing one's own death in another's 
mortality necessarily elicits sympathy and forgiveness, even for your enemies.  It is the 
ultimate affective goal of literature.     
But this is not Jāmī's first journey to the graveyard.  Previously in the epic, he uses 
another graveyard scene to illustrate the moral, "Don't set your sights on the death of 
your enemies.  Remember the drum beat of your own turn to die."416 In this parable, a 
wise man rides into the desert and comes across an inconsolable young man.  The wise 
man asks the youth, "Who are you mourning so wildly?  You seem completely broken by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
414 naṣīḥat-garī guft bā ou nahuft 
  ke ai har kas az ḥāl-i tū dar shiguft 
  tū rā īn hama giriya-yi zār chīst? 
  nah mazdūrī īn gūna bīgār chīst?   
  ma-rīz ashk-i khod rā ba har khāk-i kūī 
  ke  īn āb-i chashm ast nah āb-i jūī 
 
415 Afṣaḥ-zādeh 1999, 528: 
  ba-khandīd dīwāna k-aī be-khirad 
  ke shākh-i qabūlat buwad bekh-i radd 
  man īn giriya az bahr-i khwud mī konam 
  nah az marg-i har nek-o-ba mī konam 
  .... 
  az ān murdan-i khwesh-am āmad ba-yād 
 
416 Afṣaḥ-zādeh 1999, 442: 
  ma-bīn marg-i bad-khwāh rā barg-i khwesh 
  ba yād ār azān naubat-i marg- khwesh 
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fate."  The youth says, "I'm crying about something else, something that's closer to me.  
I had a powerful enemy for my neighbor.  He tormented me and I didn't have peace day 
or night.  I heard that yesterday he rode into this desert hunting a deer.  He shot an 
arrow that went through the wretched prey and stuck out the other side.  The deer was 
pained by the arrow and flung himself at the hunter.  The tip of the arrow pierced my 
neighbor's heart and he was killed. In the wounds of battle, the hunter became the 
hunted. His impure body lies in this dust before you.  I came here with an eye to 
rejoicing in his misfortune.  When I paused here with this intention, a tombstone 
caught my eye.  On it was a soul-crushing epigraph: 'Oh, you silly fool, don't dirty your 
precious hem on my dust.  Look underneath the dust to my wounded breast.  When you 
leave this house one day you too will be alone.  You will leave this house a prisoner like 
me.' This epitaph has ruined me.  Now I am mourning myself, for there is no one closer 
to me than I."   
But what are the political implications of this theme of death?  Jāmī prefaced 
Alexander's death with a vignette in which Alexander discovers a village enjoying 
perfect harmony among its denizens.417  In this village, there is no governor to distribute 
justice.  Instead, the villagers lived without any doors. Immediately outside their homes, 
they dug simple graves for their ancestors, so that their chests would be torn (sīna chāk) 
by their memory.418  This phrase of "torn chests" is the same phrase found in the story 
of the young man at the grave of his enemy whose tombstone invites him to look at his 
torn chest underneath the dust of his grave.  In the same way, the citizens' meditation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
417 A version of this story is also found in Niżāmī's Alexander epic.  An Arabic version is found 
in Thaʿālibī's eleventh-century Qiṣaṣ al-Anbiyā', see Wheeler 2003. 
 
418 Afṣaḥ-zāda 1999, 497:  
   zi yak khāna har yak shuda bahra-mand 
   nah dar bar dar-i khāna-hā-yi-shān nah band  
   ba har dar farū burda gaurī maghāk  
   ke bīnanda rā zān shudī sīna chāk. 
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on death creates a sympathy for their fellow townsmen that prevents conflict or 
disagreement.419  The reminder of imminent demise encourages the villagers to live 
ethically without elaborate social structures and institutions.  Greed is attenuated by the 
realization of the ephemerality of the material world.  As a result, economic equilibrium 
prevails and the townspeople have what they need and no more.  The town amazes 
Alexander, and the question lingers: can Alexander achieve such a utopia across his 
empire?   
The harmonious village is a metonym for Alexander's own impending death.  After 
Alexander reaches the mountain marking the end of the world, the angel warns 
Alexander that death is nigh.  Alexander's demise has now landed at the reader's 
doorstep.  As Jāmī makes clear throughout the rest of the epic, death may separate us in 
the physical world, but if we contemplate the shared fate of humanity, then it brings us 
together in the spiritual world.     
For Jāmī, the pith of the Alexander epic is the sympathy elicited by the meditation 
on death.  Since Jāmī's stated aim is to teach didactic lessons rather than the "telling of 
mere tales,"420  we could sum his message up like this:  Ponder humanity's mortal coil 
and common fate. Alexander died.  And so will you. Live with regard to this end, curb 
your desires, and you will have peace.  In a sense, Jāmī was arguing for a literary 
parallel to Alexander's political realm, a cosmopolis, in which literature acted like the 
tombstones in the utopian village, reminding people to live simply and with sympathy 
for others.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
419 Afṣaḥ-zāda 1999, 497:  
   rasad bī nizāʿ ān-che bāshad kaffāf 
   azān dar ghilāf ast tegh-i khilāf 
 
420 Afṣaḥ-zāda 1999, 434.  
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But what did this ideal imply for those who did not know the Persian language?  
To situate Jāmī's humanistic ideal within historical social hierarchies, we can turn to 
Nawā'ī's defense of the dignity of Turkic poetry in the face of derision from Persian 
poets and the emergence of Turkic literature based on Persian forms, a key moment in 
the vernacularization of the Persian cosmopolis. 
 
The Khamsatain  
The rich literary activity of the fifteenth century created a two-track canonization 
for the Persian epic that moved away from Firdausī's Shāh-nāma and focused on what 
was referred to as the Khamsatain (The Two Khamsas), the two canonical versions of 
the Five Treasures composed by Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau.  Though the Shāh-nāma 
continued to be revered as foundational, it had lost some of its relevance and appeared 
less intellectually and aesthetically exciting to poets of the fifteenth century.  Some of 
the most ebullient literary debates of the period were concerned with comparing the 
Khamsatain, as we will see.  During this period the Khamsatain was the primary 
reference point for poets who had ambitions to compose maṡnawīs on epic themes.  
Only an elite group of poets wrote responses (jawāb) to the Five Treasures.  It was 
such a monumental task that a few poets lost their nerve along the way. One sixteenth-
century history mentions a poet who "had great ambition such that he would talk about 
writing a response to the Five Treasures, but it was never completed."421  Another poet 
achieved a degree of fame for memorizing both Five Treasures (Niżāmī's and Amīr 
Khusrau's).422 But not all responses to the Five Treasures were equally well regarded. In 
his entry on Amīr Khusrau for his literary anthology Majālis al-Nafā'is, Nawā'ī 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
421 Mīrzā 299: Miṡālī Kāshānī -- ṭamaʿ-ash buland būd chanānche mīkhwāst jawāb-i khamsah 
goyad amā bā tamām-i ān taufīq na-yāft. 
 
422 Subtelny 1986, 61.  The poet was Hilālī (d.1529). 
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proclaimed that, "No one has written a better response to Niżāmī's Five Treasures, and 
after [Khusrau] all other maṡnawīs were wrought from and imprinted by his."423   
When Jāmī's nephew "Hātifī" (1454-1521) expressed his desire to write a response 
to the two Five Treasures, Jāmī encouraged him first to write a response to three verses 
from Firdausī's Shāh-nāma. 424  The anecdote suggests that the young Hātifī was eager 
to engage with Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau, but that the elderly Jāmī had to remind his 
nephew of the classical model (Firdausī's), which had to be shown proper deference.  It 
is almost as if the Shāh-nāma were an elderly relative whom Jāmī, with proper 
etiquette, compelled Hātifī to visit before being allowed to go outside and play with his 
friends—Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau.  And yet after completing the proper deference 
suggested by his uncle, he went out to play.   
In place of the Alexander epic, Hātifī composed a Tīmūr-nāma, a narrative of the 
life of Tamerlane.  The substitution made sense since both Alexander and Tamerlane 
were remembered as world-conquering Sāḥib-Qirāns (Lords of the Auspicious 
Conjunction).425  Perhaps Hātifī felt that the story of Alexander had lost some of its 
freshness (tāzagī), a common literary conceit of the day.426  The literary ether was, after 
all, saturated not only with with Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau, but also with his uncle 
Jāmī's Seven Thrones.  
Jāmī's epic is considerably shorter than its counterparts. His total of 2,300 verses 
is less than a quarter of the 10,000 verses composed by Niżāmī and about half of the 
4,400 verses composed by Amīr Khusrau.  It is even significantly less than the 3,000 or 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
423 Nawā'ī, Majālis al-Nafā'is, 152: Khamsa-yi Niżāmī rā kasī bih az wai jawāb na-karda wa 
warā-yi ān maṡnawī-hā-yi dīgar dārad hameh maṭbūʿ o maṣnūʿ. 
 
424 Sām Mīrzā, Tuḥfah-yi Sāmī, ed. Farrukh 2005. 
 
425 See Chapter Two.   
 
426 For more on the uses of tāza in Indo-Persian poetry, see Kinra 2007.   
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so composed by Firdausī and much less than the 7,200 verses in Chaghatai Turkic 
composed by Nawā'ī about Alexander.  Of course, prolixity is not a virtue.  And it can be 
said that Jāmī's Alexander epic has an admirable narrative efficiency.   
The Timurid fascination with the Khamsatain suggests that perhaps the brevity of 
Jāmī's Alexander epic was a reaction formation to anxiety of influence—the outcome of 
an extreme adulation of the past coupled with an intense desire for newness. His praise 
of Nawā'ī in his conclusion to his Seven Thrones contains a hint of such concern: 
For if there was a similar work in Dari Persian, 
There would be no room left for composing verse.   
 
Perhaps because the story was so familiar already to his readers, Jāmī felt he did not 
need to belabor the basic narrative elements of the story.  For example, he elided many 
of the narratives concerning Alexander's conquests and inventions, which occupy 
numerous chapters in Niżāmī, to a single chapter laconically titled, "The Story of 
Alexander's World Conquest and His Building of Cities and His Inventions of Tools."427   
In its place, he focused on the theme of death and its ramifications for the uses and 
value of literature.   
 
Between Persian and Turk: A Critique of Legitimation  
In order to understand this crucial moment in the vernacularization of the Persian 
Alexander epic, this chapter turns to Nawā'ī's vigorous defense of his language choice 
for composing Turkic poetry. Nawā'ī's treatise on the dignity of Turkic poetry provides a 
valuable perspective onto the ideas about language and political power that informed 
the huge intellectual effort involved in producing a new Turkish literary culture as well 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
427 Afṣaḥzād 1997, 474: "dāstān-i jahāngīrī-yi Iskandar wa ʿimārat-i shahr-hā wa ikhtirāʿ-i kār-
hā -yi wai bar sabīl-i ijmāl." 
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as the ethno-linguistic hierarchy within the Persian cosmopolis only adumbrated in 
Persian literature itself.   
In Nawā'ī defense of Turkish poetry, the poet statesman argued that since he was a 
master of both languages (Persian and Turkic), he could not be accused of partisanship 
based on his Turkish nature (ṭabaʿ).428  In fact, he boasted about his authority to resolve 
debates around the relative merits of Niżāmī and Amīr Khusrau: 
After words had passed between [scholars about the nuances of subtleties of 
poetry] they would come to me for judgment, and whatever judgment I 
made they would accept it and cease their arguing.  In like manner I have 
resolved many disputes over the relative merits of...the maṡnawīs of Niẓāmī 
and Amīr Khusrau.429 
 
Why was Nawā'ī so concerned to preserve his position as a disinterested analyst of 
literary language?  And how did he conceive the connection between communal 
belonging and literary language?   
Nawā'ī had a four-fold concept of the linguistic branches of the world: Arabic, 
Perisan, Turkish, and "Hindi" (hindī), probably a north Indian vernacular.  In his 
abbreviated history, Noah (nūḥ) cursed Ham (ḥām) in Arabic for being disrepectful.  
Ham's face turned black and his children and children's children became the black-
skinned inhabitants of India: "There is none among them whose skin is not as black as 
the black of ink and whose speech does not resemble the scratching of a broken pen.  No 
one but themselves knows what is written on that paper and no one but one of those 
dark people can read and understand that writing, which suggests the footprint of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
428 Devereux 1966, 30: "Think not from these words of mine nor harbor any suspicions that I 
exaggerate because my background prejudices me in favor of Turkish or that I insist on the 
lesser worth of Persian because my knowledge of that language is limited.  No one has gone 
farther than I in studying Persian and in exploring the depths of that language.  No one knows 
better than I both its virtues and its corruptions."  Turkish text, 24.   
 
429 Devereux 1965, 39.  
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raven."430  After this racialist linguistic history, Nawā'ī reduced the focus of his study 
even further and came to his principal objects: "Since Arabic is a language of ideas and 
eloquences, and Hindi one of exaggerations and corruptions, the one honored and 
sublime and the other utterly corrupt and base, no more need be said about them.  
There remain Turkish and Persian."431   In other words, Arabic was too lofty for such 
earthly pursuits as poetic pleasure and "Hindi" somehow too debased.  The only real 
question about suitability for literature, therefore, was between the middle languages—
Turkish and Persian.   
Nawā'ī argued for the dignity of (Chaghatai) Turkish as a literary language that 
could compete successfully with Persian in its ability to convey complex feelings, 
emotions, and scenarios.  He concluded his treatise with its motivation:  
I have proved to men of learning of the Turkish nation, and have made 
them realize, the facts about their own words and expressions and the 
superiority their own language and its vocabulary and that I have thus 
liberated them from the taunts and criticisms of those who are enamored 
of Persian.432 
 
Though certain words in this translation appear anachronistic (e.g. "nation", "liberate"), 
it is clear that Nawā'ī was articulating painful feelings of marginalization in the face of 
Persian chauvinism.  A question remains, though.  If not all readers and writers of 
Persian were created equal, why was Persian literature so popular amongst so many 
different types of people?    
Nawā'ī provided an historical narrative that closely linked the production of poetry 
to political conquest and power:  
There is a widespread tradition which holds that when the land came 
under Arab caliphs and monarchs fortune blessed poetry and literature with 
the Arabic language.  Masters of the pen, creators of beautiful words and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
430 Devereux 1955 part I, 275.  
 
431 Devereux 1955, 276. 
 
432 Devereux 1965, 45. 
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ideas and eloquent poets, like Ḥassān ibn Thābit and Laqīṭ ibn Yaʿmar 
appeared and gave flavor to their own tongue.  Also, amongst the Arab 
monarchs there came worthy poets such as Ibrāhīm Mahdī and the Caliph 
al-Ma'mūn.  The sons of many rulers also wrote brilliant qaṣīdas which 
possessed obvious excellence. 
 Then Persian rulers won independence in some climes and 
territories, whereupon Persian poets appeared: Khāqānī and Anwarī and 
Kamāl Ismāʿīl and Ẓahīr and Salmān for qaṣīdas; Firdawsī (Master of 
Knowledge), Niẓāmī (the Incomparable) and Mīr Khusrau (Sorcerer of 
India) for mathnawīs; Saʿdī (Inventor of the Time) and Ḥāfiẓ (Nonpareil of 
the Century) for ghazals. All of them have already been discussed and their 
qualities noted, so that there is no need to extend my words, which men of 
learning would not find seemly.  Amongst Persian rulers also there have 
been great and worthy rulers and high-ranking commanders of vast armies, 
such as Sulṭān Tughrul and Shāh Shujāʿ who wrote brilliant couplets and 
beautiful ghazals that were famous in their day and known throughout the 
world.  
 Then the land passed from the Arab and Persian rulers to Turkish 
khāns.  From the time of Hūlāgū to the end of the reign of Tīmūr and his 
son and successor, Shāh-rukh, many Turkish poets appeared, and from 
amongst the sons and grandsons of these rulers came Sultans of gentle 
temperaments.  The poets were al-Sakkākī and Haydar Khwārazmī and 
Atāyī and Muqīmī and Amīrī and Yaqīnī and Gadāyī.  But none of them was 
comparable to the Persian poets I have named.  There was only Mawlānā 
Luṭfī, who can be read for pleasure by those who understand poetry... 
 
Nawā'ī's narrative is at once sophisticated and reductive. Out of hand, one can agree 
that the production of poetry is linked to political power and patronage.  As Nawā'ī 
phrased it, Arab rulers came to power and Arabic poetry flourished.  Persian rulers 
came to power and Persian poetry flourished.  But who was a Persian king exactly? 
Amongst Nawā'ī's paragons of Persian poetry, a number were arguably Turkic speakers 
first.  Firdausī's patron, Maḥmūd of Ghazni, was a Turkic speaker.  Amīr Khusrau was 
from Turkish ancestry 433  and wrote Persian poetry for patrons who were Turkic 
speakers as well. His definition of Turkish rulers is similarly problematic. Nawā'ī's 
founding patron for the development of Turkic poetry, Hulagu, was ethnically 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
433 Daulat-shāh considered Amīr Khusrau Turkish:"aṣl-i amīr khusrau turk-ast," ed. Ramazani 
1997, 179.   
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Mongolian—though he was remembered as Turkish and thus easily categorizable within 
the Persian epic worldview.434   
Though Nawā'ī's historical account was intended to authorize a future in which 
Turkic poetry could be composed with dignity, it unintentionally raises certain 
questions about the supposedly self-evident connection between ethnicity and 
literature.  If Turkic rulers had been in political control for so long, why did there 
remain a dearth of Turkic poets "comparable to the Persian poets," leaving only one 
poet "who can be read for pleasure by those who understand poetry"?  And why did it 
take so long?  After all, it had been nearly two hundred and fifty years by this point since 
Hulagu's reign and nearly five hundred year since the Turkic Sejluqs and Ghaznavids 
began patronizing Persian poetry.  These are, of course, deceptively simple questions 
that require complex answers and long matrices of factors—a few of which Nawā'ī 
provided.   
The persistence of Persian poetry is even more remarkable considering the lengths 
to which patrons such as Nawā'ī apparently went to promote Turkic poetry:   
Later the country came under the rule of the present dynasty, which is 
worthy of the crown of the caliphate, whose present representative is the 
...the Legendary Rustam of the Battlefield...the Alexander and Jamshīd of 
World Conquest...the All-seeing Pupil [of the Eye] of the Garden of 
Superiority and Virtue, the Melodious Nightingale of the Garden of Speech 
and Rhetoric...Sulṭān Ḥusayn Bahādir [sic] Khān [i.e. Mirza Husayn Baiqara] 
...He writes and speaks Persian and Turkish with equal skill and facility, but 
he has preferred to write his dīvān  in Turkish because of the influence of his 
essential nature [i.e. his being Turkish] and because of the expressiveness of 
Turkish... 
The dominant theme of the wondrous dīwān of this King of Kings, 
indeed, the essence of all his sun-splendid writings, is that Turkish poets 
should recite their poems in their own language, for then the folded buds of 
the heart will open like roses caressed by the breath of Spring Zephyrs.  
Because of his favor and solicitude, certain regulations were instituted for the 
writing of poetry, which touched on style.  But the pleasure-loving Turkish 
begs and their sons and scholars and free subjects did not interest themselves 
in the matter as was necessary and results were therefore not forthcoming, so 
that the beautiful works he desired have not materialized and the hopes 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
434 Hillenbrand 1996, 214: cites Melikian-Chirvani 1984, 289-290 and Melikian-Chirvani 1988.   
	   171	  
which had been nourished have vanished.  Forgetting this eloquent 
monarch's encouraging and inspiring and benevolent and admirable rules of 
obedience and consent, they have strangely followed the road of disobedience 
and error.  Many, and perhaps all, have clung to Persian and recite poems in 
that language.   
Perhaps the situation cannot be other than as it is, since the Turkish 
language is as I have described it above.  It is the most difficult to combine 
properly its wide range of expressions, its uniqueness of meanings, and its 
clarity of style.  A writer must endure hardship and suffering to arrange them 
harmoniously....  
I have shown that the language of Turkish lands is so eloquent and 
precise and clear and comprehensive that His Majesty has ordered the world 
of poetry [to be ruled] by this language and has demonstrated to men of 
learning the way to restore life, as by the invocations of al-Masīḥ [Jesus] or 
the waters of Khiḍr..." 
 
Despite Nawā'ī's rhetoric about his intention to provide Turkic poetry with the water of 
life like Khiẓr, the prophet who guided Alexander, he acknowledged the difficulties of 
his task.  From his perspective, the desired language reforms and regulations of style 
commanded by the Timurid ruler Husayn Baiqarā (d.1506) simply did not take: "Many, 
and perhaps all, have clung to Persian and recite poems in that language," despite the 
fact that the ruler, Baiqarā, wrote a collection of poetry in Turkish "under the influence 
of his essential nature" and that he instituted regulations of style so that more poets 
would compose in Turkic languages. Nawā'ī blamed the pleasure-loving land-owners for 
failing to recognize the possibilities of propagating good literature though the Turkic 
languages and opting instead for Persian.   
For Nawā'ī the question of literary language choice was largely based on 
aesthetics.  He wanted to maximize the amount of great poetry by employing the unique 
tools of the Turkic language.  In one thought experiment, he imagined that if all Turkic 
speakers wrote in Persian exclusively, they would not be able to write much good 
poetry, filling their work with mistakes and exposing it to "hundreds of criticisms."435  
Such a dystopia was obviously intended as a kind of self-defeating prophecy.  But, in the 
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end, Nawā'ī took another tack entirely and suggested that the problem lay in the 
complexity of the Turkic languages, for which a "writer must endure hardship and 
suffering to arrange them harmoniously."  Previously in the essay, he blamed a 
combination of linguistic difficulty and path-dependent learning for this situation:  
The beginner, upon encountering difficulty in composing, shuns Turkish and 
changes to an easier road [i.e. Persian].  After this has happened several times 
it becomes habit; and after it has become habit the poet finds it more difficult 
to abandon the habit in order to venture down a more difficult road.  Later, 
other beginners, noting the conduct and the compositions of those who have 
preceded them, do not consider it proper to stray off that road.  The result is 
that they too write their poems in Persian.  It is natural for a beginner to wish 
his works to be known by others.  He wishes to submit them to scholars.  But 
these are Persian-speakers who are not acquainted with Turkish, and this 
thought makes the poet shrink.  Thus he is drawn to the use of Persian.  He 
establishes relations with others and becomes one of them.  This is how the 
present situation has come to be.436  
 
Nawā'ī's observations in this passage contradict a simplistic romantic nationalist notion 
about the connection between native language and literature.  Nawā'ī perceptively notes 
some of the sociological factors that make choosing the cosmopolitan language, Persian, 
easier than Turkic for literature, even for those who consider the Turkic language part 
of their essence.  All literary languages are learned languages.  
The history of a cosmopolitan language such as Persian challenges nationalist 
assertions about a natural connection between literature and ethnicity.  And though the 
historical imagination of ethnicity was sometimes connected to origin stories found 
within literature, it is easy to overstate the importance of the literary depictions of social 
distinctions such as that between Persian and Turk.  Clearly, the references to Turks as 
the enemies of Iran and descendents of the malignant Afrāsiyāb in the Shāh-nāma did 
not prevent Turkish poets such as Nawā'ī from patronizing and participating robustly in 
the Persian cosmopolis.    
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Modern scholars have frequently made the argument that ostensibly "foreign" 
conquerors patronized the production of Persian literature for purposes of 
legitimization.  A foundational study of the Timurids avers that,  
One of the central issues facing Timurid rule was the need, as foreign Turkic 
conquerors, to establish themselves as legitimate rulers in the Iranian 
monarchical tradition...Persian literature, especially poetry, occupied a 
central role in the process of assimilation of Timurid elite to the Perso-
Islamicate courtly culture, and so it is not surprising to find Baysanghur 
commissioned a new edition of Firdawsi's Shahnama. 437 
 
Such arguments assume natural ties to literary language that are ethno-centric and 
ahistorical.  The arguments are so commonplace that even the foundational study of 
Persian literary humanism sometimes falls back into this mode of analysis, in one 
sentence making a forceful argument against ethnic causal arguments for the 
production of literature and then abruptly contradicting itself: 
 [Persian literature's] formative forces—relations of power, changing 
features of royal patronage, revolutions, wars, invasions, and conquests—
have had much more to do with literary productions than anything ethnic, 
racial, or linguistic.  For the Turkish warlords of central Asia, in particular, 
Persian literature became the chief ideological legitimizer of their ruler, 
without them necessarily having a taste for it.438  
 
However, rather than lacking a taste for Persian poetry, Nawā'ī argued that it was the 
Turkic lords' (begs) taste for Persian poetry that fortified their reluctance to compose 
poetry in Turkic languages.  Of course, when discussing Nawā'ī directly, Dabashi makes 
an important point about ethnicity and empire, 
[Iranian, Turkic, and Mongol] Empires were in dire need of imperial legitimation, 
which is precisely what Persian language and culture, and by extension and in 
effect Persian literary humanism, provided.  If the ruling elite were to claim 
rightful authority through ethnic origin, they never would have succeeded in 
projecting an aura of imperial legitimacy.  Amir Alishir Nawa'i was of Turko-
Mongol descent.  The Turkish language was native and natural to him.  He is in 
fact considered the founding father of Turkic literature—its Chaucer or Dante, as it 
were.  But Persian was the language of the high court and high culture Bildung—
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438  Dabashi 2012, 54.   
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and he had mastered it and commanded it, and it was as much his as anyone 
else's. 
 
Again, however, according to Nawā'ī's treatise, the Timurids did not patronize Persian 
with the unseemly intention of legitimizing themselves in the Iranian monarchical 
tradition.  It is not that these factors of legitimacy were irrelevant to language choice, 
but that the historical shorthand that assumes legitimization ideology overlooks the 
tension within Persian literary humanism as a universalizing force within the Persian 
cosmopolis, a force that Dabashi elucidates very insightfully. Nawā'ī's struggles were 
not to develop Persian for legitimacy, but to develop a Turkic vernacular literature that 
purported an equal dignity to Persian.  And eventhough Nawā'ī had mastered Persian, 
Nawā'ī considered the distinction to be one of degree rather than of kind.  That is, 
ethnically Turkish poets of Persian simply could not produce as much poetry with as 
much quality in Persian as they could in Turkic languages.   
Sheldon Pollock's critique of arguments assuming needs of legitimation for the 
spread of the Sanskrit cosmopolis provides an intellectual framework for critically re-
examining similiar statements about patronage of literature in the Persian cosmopolis. 
The most sophisticated aspects of Pollock's argument concern the relevance of Weber's 
theories of legitimate domination for precapitalist premodern societies.  For the 
purposes of this chapter, however, other aspects of his argument are more salient, such 
as the colorful observation that,   
It rests on a model of consensual rational choice that is largely belied by 
experience, or on what is almost a conspiracy of politics: "legitimation" 
suggests a knowledgeability on the part of rulers that is unavailable to people 
at large, who are therefore cultural dopes and dupes, since they are induced 
to believe in ideas opposed to their interests that rulers know to be such.439 
 
With this critique in mind, it becomes clear that legitimation arguments disregard how 
the Timurids themselves understood what they were doing. In fact, from Nawā'ī's text 
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we do not find a simplistic and conniving adoption of Persian for political purposes, 
rather we find the great lengths to which Nawā'ī and his patron Ḥusain Baiqarā went in 
order to resist the appeal of Persian poetry, and their struggle to propagate Chaghatai 
Turkic as a literary language, with limited results.  Turkic rulers patronized Persian 
poetry, because it was a cosmopolitan language that most people could read, write, and 
enjoy.  
 Nawā'ī's stated motives abjured any functionalist or bureaucratic purpose.  Rather, 
they focused almost exclusively on aesthetics, arguing for dozens of pages about the 
ability of Turkic to express complex emotional states.   But Nawā'ī also provides some 
insightful sociological analyses for why Persian dominated literary production.  He 
made a very sophisticated and insightful argument about the path dependency of 
literary production that heavily favored Persian and made Turkic language reform 
difficult.  Of course, in hindsight he was overly pessimistic about the reception of his 
literary production, which was pivotal in the development of Turkic vernacular 
literatures as well as modern nationalist ideologies in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan leaning 
heavily on his literary precedents.   
 
Conclusion  
Persian literary humanism was about friendship, mutual interests and the 
discernment of values in a text.  Persianate humanists explored and shared the pleasure 
of the text, good advice, music, humor, and self-discovery.  Jāmī's Alexander epic 
explored the Cynical cosmopolitan element of the narrative by discussing the theme of 
literary death and its utopian possibilities for uniting humanity in mutual sympathy.  As 
a practical counterpoint to this ideal, Nawā'ī's treatise on Turkic poetry outlined the 
social hierarchies upon which Jāmī's Persian literary humanism was based. Nawā'ī felt 
he needed to defend against the accusation of partisanship, because at this time and in 
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this place, Persian had become the cosmopolitan language that provided the most 
robust humanistic tradition including the greatest swath of humanity. It was the zero-
point cultural referent, the point that was least inflected by any one particular 
community.  And yet, Nawā'i's counterpoint illuminated a historic moment of literary 
vernacularization. 
 This moment also speaks to the specific regional concerns in the Persian 
cosmopolis of an area that has been called "Turko-Persia," which refers to large swaths 
of modern-day central Asia.440 As a term, "Turko-Persia" distinguishes central Asia 
from the wider geographical realm connected by Persian poetry. Canfield explains that, 
"It was Persianate in that it was centered on a lettered tradition of Iranian origin; it was 
Turkish in so far as it was for many generations patronized by rulers of Turkic 
ancestry."441  In this way, "Turko-Persia" helpfully describes the regional concerns 
specific to pre-modern central Asia.  Nevertheless, in this geographical region we do not 
find a cultural symmetry between Persian-ness and Turkish-ness. The phrase is 
problematic in part because the literariness of the Persian half of "Turko-Persia" 
changed the Turkish half.   It was a literary Persia of the mind outlined in the Persian 
Alexander epics that connected the people of the world.  Turkish poets of Persian 
reproduced the epic imagination of Persian Empire even as they composed Turkic 
poetry.  On the technical level of literary superposition, Persian was the cosmopolitan 
language and Turkic was the vernacular. Therefore, the term "Turko-Persia" obscures 
the larger literary cultural realm in which Turko-Persia was one, albeit very important, 
part: the Persian cosmopolis.  
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441 Canfield 1991, 12.   
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A counter-factual question highlights the stakes of this vernacular moment: would 
Alexander have been so widely mourned in the Persian cosmopolis if he were not 
considered Persian?  Though counter-factuals are empirically unresolvable, pursuing 
them raises other questions, which might be more empirically approachable.  In this 
case, one illuminates some of the ways that literature encoded feelings of group 
belonging.  For example, chapter one discussed the critique by the famous polymath 
scholar al-Berūnī (d.1046) of the partisanship deriving from group feeling (taʿaṣṣub) 
that he found in the Arabic histories that portrayed Alexander as a Persian king. Al-
Berūnī argued that historical narrative ought to be based on dispassionate evidence.  
For him, the signs of partisan group feeling betrayed an obvious and despicable flaw.  
But it was a flaw that spoke to a historically portentous feeling.  Who felt these powerful 
emotions of sympathy and association with Alexander?  Who was included within this 
group of Persians?  Was the group limited to those who self-identified as Persian or did 
it include the diverse population of the Persian cosmopolis?  The answers to these 
questions can be found in the history of the Persianate vernaculars that developed their 
own Alexander epics, for which Nawā'ī's was a powerful antecedent.   
In the fifteenth century, the meaning of "prejudice" (taʿaṣṣub)—also translated as 
"partisanship"—shifted away from a marker of ethnicity (as discussed above and in 
chapter one), towards a broader definition that encompassed affiliation based on 
Persian literary preference. 442   For example, Daulat-shāh described a remarkable 
literary exchange between two important rulers (and literary patrons) of the early 
Timurid period: Bāysanghur (d.ca. 1433) and his brother, Ulugh Beg (d.ca.1449). The 
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two grandsons of Timur were divided over that by now familiar question: who was a 
better poet, Niżāmī or Amīr Khusrau?  
Bāysanghur was passionate about the work of Amīr Khusrau of Delhi.  In his 
efforts to obtain a complete collection of Khusrau's verses, he succeeded in collecting 
one hundred and twenty thousand of them (Daulat-shāh thought the total number in 
existence was closer to four hundred thousand). Conflict was on the horizon, however, 
for his brother Ulugh Beg preferred the other poet, Niżāmī.  After repeated charges of 
partisanship (taʿaṣṣub), both princes agreed to a bargain in which they would compare 
both versions of the Five Treasures, verse by verse (bait bait). 443   Daulat-shāh 
remarked that if such partisanship (ʿaṣṣabiyyat) existed today, the error would have 
been fixed by the "assayers of fine coins in the market for literature"—that is, critics 
would have declared that Amīr Khusrau's version was superior.444 Whether this story is 
true or not, it leaves us to wonder, what kind of partisanship was in question here?  It is 
clearly not the ethnic partisanship described by al-Berūnī in his critique of Alexander's 
genealogy from Persian kings.  It suggests that literary aesthetics were perceived to have 
a dispassionate quality that could bring different types of people together around a 
consensus.   
Jāmī's Alexander epic was composed at a turning point in the Persian cosmopolis 
after which no more original canonical Persian Alexander epics were composed.  In 
modern scholarship on Persian literature, Jāmī's death is often taken as the closing of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
443 Daulat-shah 1987, 181: wa mā baina īn dū shāh-zāda-yi fāẓl ba-karrāt-i jihat-i īn daʿwī-yi 
taʿṣṣub dast dāda bait bait khamstain rā bā ham muqābil karda-and. 
 
444 Daulat-shah 1987, 181: agar ān ʿaṣabiyyat dar īn rozgār būdī khāṭir-i naqqād jauhariyān-i 
bāzār-i faẓl-i īn rozgār ke ʿumar-shān ba-khulūd paiwasta bād rāh-i tarjīḥ namūdandī wa 
rafʿ-i ishtibāh kardandī. 
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the classical canon.445  Though this perception has undergone dramatic revision, there 
was nevertheless a marked shift after the sixteenth century.  For instance, after Jāmī, 
certain literary forms saw few formal innovations until the nineteenth century. For 
example, there were few formal responses (jawābs) to the canonical maṡnawīs and 
none that were widely copied and spread throughout educational curricula as Jāmī's 
oeuvre.  And this occurred despite, or perhaps because of, enormous sociological 
changes, such as an increased interest in women poets, and the increased number of 
religions and ethnicities involved in the production of Persian poetry, especially in 
India.446  
Amongst this social upheaval and the "soft closing" of the Persian literary canon, 
we find a distinct watershed moment in the vernacularization of the Persian 
cosmopolis.  At the same time as Jāmī completed his Persian Alexander epic—the same 
year in fact—his dear friend and disciple Nawā'ī composed a Alexander epic in 
Chaghatai Turkic, an important moment in the development of Chaghatai as a literary 
language and an important moment in the vernacularization of the Persian cosmopolis.  
A picture of the world was now reproducible in a relatively new language of place.447  If 
the world was re-imagined, it was re-imagined in vernaculars, languages bound to 
place, languages that informed the nationalist ideologies that came with European 
colonialism.   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
445 For a learned and balanced representation of these competing claims, see Jāmi, i. Life and 
Works in Encyclopedia Iranica, by Paul Losensky: 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/jami-i 
 
446 Sharma 2009.   
 
447 Pollock 1998.  




This study takes Jāmī's Persian Alexander epic as its chronological endpoint, 
because very few Persian Alexander epics were composed after 1485—and none were 
widely copied, circulated, and collected.448 But the Persian Alexander epic tradition did 
not end in 1500, and neither did the Persian cosmopolis.  It can be argued that their 
greatest days were still to come.  The early modern empires of the Mughals (ca.1526-
1857), Safavids (1501-1722), and Ottomans (ca.1299-1923) flaunted their patronage of 
the Persian Alexander epics at the same time that it was an acknowledged cliché to refer 
to the emperor as the Alexander of the Age (Iskandar al-zamān).449  The majority of the 
manuscripts in the extant corpus of Persian Alexander epics (and many of the most 
beautifully illustrated) were copied in the imperial contexts of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.450  Nevertheless, 1500 is a significant end date, after which no 
more original, canonical Persian Alexander epics were composed. 
There were two literary modes in the Persian Alexander literary corpus: the 
cosmopolitan and the vernacular.  This study has focused on the first mode, the 
cosmopolitan, and the ways in which the four canonical Persian Alexander epics yielded 
surprising answers about transregional culture-power in the Persian cosmopolis.  The 
Persian Alexander epics provided new perspectives on the literarization of the epic, the 
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Treasures is a single manuscript that was copied in 1465 and composed by an author Jāmālī,  
see Orsatti 1996. 
 
449 See Chapter Two.   
 
450 For a catalogue of Niżāmī manuscripts, see Storey and de Blois 1994, 450-491;  For a 
catalogue of Firdausī manuscripts, see The Cambridge Shahnameh project on-line; For a 
catalogue of illustrated manuscripts of Amīr Khusrau's Alexander epics, see Seyller 2000 
appendix.  For Jāmī manuscripts, see Richard 2003.   
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innovation of epic allegory, and the first translations of Perso-Arabic science into 
Sanskrit.  We saw how different versions of the epic inflected the oppositions between 
Persian/Arab, Persian/Rumi, Persian/Indian, and Persian/Turk.  The last chapter, 
however, discussed the soft closing of the Persian Alexander epic tradition in the late 
fifteenth century, as well as how these endings came with a conspicuous new 
beginning—the first intellectual defense of the composition of poetry in Chaghatai 
Turkic (1498).451  In other words, around 1500, we begin to find the second mode of the 
Persian Alexander corpus, the vernacular.   
One scholar has argued that excluding the Bible, the Alexander romance was the 
most copied text in the medieval world—a claim, however, that does not even take into 
account the robust manuscript cultures of the Middle East and South Asia. 452  
Nevertheless, even a partial list of languages in which premodern versions of the 
Alexander romance were composed is impressive.453  But the extraordinary translation 
history of the Alexander romance has thus far never included a discussion of the process 
of vernacularization in the Islamicate world, since no such conceptual vocabulary has 
been developed and adopted in the study of Islamicate literary traditions.  For Western 
European languages, the history of the translation of Latin Alexander romances into the 
vernacular languages is so basic as to be taken for granted.454   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
451 For analysis of ʿAlī Sher Nawā'ī's Muḥākamat al-Lughatain (Judgment Between the Two 
Languages, Persian and Turkish), see Chapter Four. 
 
452 Boyarin 2008, v.  
 
453 There is no comprehensive list, but the following was compiled between Boyarin 2008 and 
additions from my own research: Aljamiado, Anglo-Norman, Arabic, Armenian, Bengali, 
Bulgarian, Chaghatai, Chinese, Czech, Danish, Dutch, Ethiopic, Georgian, German, Greek, 
Hebrew, Hungarian (Magyar), Italian, Latin, Malay, Middle Persian, Middle English, Middle 
French, Middle Low German, Middle Mongolian, New Persian, Old French, Old Slavonic, 
Ottoman Turkic, Pahlavi, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, Swedish, Syriac, Urdu, and 
Uyghur.   
 
454 For an unexceptional example, see Archibald 2004, 17: "Within a few years of [Alexander's] 
death his history was being turned into a romance which proved so popular that versions of 
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But such lists of languages—which have become something of a trope in the field of 
Alexander studies—give a sense only of breadth, not of depth.455  The trope of "the 
language list" elides qualitative analysis, even measures as basic as a sense of scale.  If 
we consider the Persian epic tradition to be a variant of the larger cross-cultural 
Alexander romance tradition, having preserved its frame story about Alexander's 
adventures in search of the Water of Life (āb-i ḥaiyāt), then the Persian epic tradition 
contains a vastly larger corpus of Alexander romances than any other tradition outside 
of Latin, Greek, and western Europe.  If we ask why the story was so prominent in the 
Persian cosmopolis, the Persian epic tradition would have to be the first answer.   
Persian and Arabic versions of the Alexander romance circulated so widely that 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam has described Alexander as “the quintessential World Conqueror 
for the Islamic world in the epoch.” 456   Firdausī's Shāh-nāma reformulated the 
Alexander romance in epic Persian verse, making claims to both literary greatness and 
historical truth, achieving an eminence within the Persian cosmopolis that was 
unavailable in the Arabic cosmopolis. Niżāmī's Khamsa (Five Treasures) directly 
adopted Firdausī's epic meter and literary form in its final "treasure," the Iskandar-
nāma (The Book of Alexander),457 which became an epic sub-genre that was canonized 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
it survive not only in Greek and Latin and in all the European vernacular languages, but also 
in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Malay, Ethiopian, and even Mongolian." 
 
455 Stoneman's analysis of the Arabic and Persian material (languages of which he is not a 
scholar) suffers from a dearth of satisfactory translations into English, a state of affairs 
which the author bemoans: Stoneman 2008, 34.  
 
456 Subrahmanyam 2003, 2.  
 
457 Divided into two parts, the Sharaf-nāma (The Book of Nobility) and the Iqbāl-nāma (The 
Book of Good Fortune) covering his journeys as a world conqueror and a prophet 
respectively.   
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by litterateurs and patronized by wealthy nobles, who commissioned the production of 
lavish manuscripts.458   
The Arabic Alexander corpus, on the other hand, looks very different. It contains 
dozens of manuscripts—a substantial number relative to many other medieval texts459—
in a prose romance tradition that was largely unillustrated and marginal to the canon.460  
It does not follow that because the text was marginal to the Arabic literary canon it was 
historically unimportant.  Indeed, such marginalization may have added to its 
excitement for the contemporary reader and the historian alike. 461  Why should it not?  
The Arabic Alexander romances excellently preserve the text's sense of adventure. But 
the differences in scale of production, readership, and literarization were vast, and 
should no longer be ignored by historians.   
Understanding the distinctive features of the Persian cosmopolis helps us come to 
terms with its complicated superposition in the formation of subsequent vernacular 
literary traditions.  Marshall Hodgson appears to have been closest to articulating this 
phenomenon when he wrote,  
[Persian] was to form the chief model for the rise of still other languages to the 
literary level.  Gradually, a third 'classical' tongue emerged, Turkish, whose 
literature was based on the Persian tradition...Most of the more local languages of 
high culture that later emerged among Muslims likewise depended upon Persian 
[Urdu would be the prime example]...We may call these traditions, carried in 
Persian or reflecting Persian inspiration, 'Persianate' by extension.462   
 
In the forty years since this was written, the process by which "the more local languages 
of high culture later emerged" has been neither re-examined nor re-theorized.  For the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
458 See Chapter Two and Chapter Four.  
 
460 Doufikar-Aerts 2010.  
  
461 Doufikar-Aerts 2000, 13-24.   
 
462 Hodgson 1974, 293. Cited in Arjomand 2008a, 2. 
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study of South Asia, Sheldon Pollock has coined the term "cosmopolitan vernacular" for 
languages such as Kannada that were used both locally and inter-regionally,463 a concept 
that has also been fruitfully applied to the study of north Indian langauges such as 
Brajbhasha and Bengali.464  "Cosmopolitan vernacular" would also be a reasonable 
nomenclature for Turkish and Urdu and perhaps Malay, though their relationships to 
the superposition of the Persian cosmopolis require further investigation. 
In reviewing recent scholarship on Persian language history, one gets the distinct 
feeling that there is some kind of conspiracy of silence around the cosmopolitan 
characteristics of the Persian literary traditions.  For the first volume of the newly 
founded Journal of Persianate Studies, the editor's inaugural essay quotes Pollock to 
discuss the beginnings of the Persian literary beginnings as a vernacular language.  It 
goes on to describe how, 
The Persian language survived the Arab conquest of Iran as a vernacular language 
for two centuries, after which it developed into a major literary language, 
spreading from Iran and Central Asia into the Indian subcontinent in the south-
east, and the Caucasus and Anatolia in the west.465 
 
Considering the author's extended engagement with Pollock previously in the essay, it is 
puzzling why the article does not go on to discuss Persian's remarkable development as 
a cosmopolitan literary language.  How it developed into a "major literary language" and 
what were the ramifications for subsequent vernacularization?466 Recent studies have 
similarly eschewed the term "cosmopolitan" rather than argue for or against it.467  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
463 Pollock 1998.   
 
464 Busch 2011; d'Hubert 2014. 
 
465 Arjomand 2008b, 8.  
  
466 Arjomand 2008b. 
 
467 Spooner and Hanaway 2012;  John Perry eschews the term even while describing a linguistic 
context in India in which "Given sufficient education, markers such as religion, sect, caste, 
and ethnicity were no bar to the enjoyment or production of Persian or Urdu verse, their 
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Perhaps this hesitation derives from the fact that New Persian's development as a 
cosmopolitan language appears to go somewhat against the current periodization 
Sheldon Pollock outlined for the Sanskrit and Latin cosmopoleis.  
 In the inaugural essay mentioned above, Saïd Arjomand fit the development of 
New Persian into Pollock's periodization by claiming, "We also find the twin processes 
of vernacularization and regional polity formation in the growth of New Persian with the 
formation of the Saffarid and Samanid states and their disengagement from the Caliphal 
empire in the latter part of the ninth and the first half of the tenth century."468 This 
appears to agree with Pollock's periodization of the second millennium CE as the 
"vernacular millennium" describing the rise of numerous vernacular literary traditions 
in South Asia and Europe.  Yet it is more remarkable how the history of Persian 
literature challenges this formulation.    
 The beginning of the second millennium coincided not with Persian's 
vernacularization, but rather with the seminal moment of Persian's development as a 
cosmopolitan language—Firdausī's completion of the Shāh-nāma in 1010 CE.469 That 
the history of New Persian language does not fit neatly into Pollock's periodization is not 
in itself problematic.  Rather, the particularities of Persian literization and literarization 
should be studied for ways to expand on Pollock's model.  Arjomand goes on to analyze 
literature solely for its "documentary" rather than its "workly" literary elements (both 
Pollock's terms) which is doubly ironic in light of the reflexively literary character of the 
texts he cites for insight into "politics and Sufism."  No further mention is made of 
important moments of literarization.  Firdausī's massive epic verse Shāh-nāma is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
ancillary language sciences, and their aura of ādāb, of literary taste and cultural 
refinement." Perry 2012, 89. 
 
468 Arjomand 2008b, 8.   
 
469 See Chapter one.   
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simply lumped together with other prose texts as "history." 470   If we cease to 
acknowledge poetry as a form in the archive, the connection between poetry and politics 
is lost.  Implicitly, however, poetry is accorded significant power in Arjomand's analysis, 
and brings us back, felicitously, to Alexander.   
 Arjomand places tremendous weight on the stories about Persian Alexander in 
Malay as a factor in the development of a "political ethic of Persianate Islam"471 in 
addition to the "two components distinctive of Persianate Islam", Persian kingship 
models and Sufism,  
In the Malay Sultanate, by contrast, we find a royal monopoly of religious epic 
stories known as hekāyats [note: a Malaysian transliteration of the Arabic/Persian 
loanword for "tale" or "story"] 
 The most important of these was the Hekāyat-e Eskandar zu'l-qarnayn, 
where Alexander is presented as both a prophet and a Persian king...It is 
interesting to note that the Malay sultans typically claimed descent from Eskandar 
zu'l-qarnayn (Alexander the Great), whose name was taken by the first Raja of 
Melaka to assume the title of shāh and credited with the establishment of court 
ceremonies, and by many others, including the 17th century autocrat of Aceh, 
Iskandar [note: the same name as "Eskandar" above] Muda.  Alexander, both a 
prophet and a Persian king, was a convenient figure as the originator of monarchy, 
and royal descent from him was through other Persian kings, notably Khusraw 
Anushiravān, the Just. 
 
From this quotation it is clear that the figure of Alexander as a Persian king played a 
large role in the imagination of universal kingship in the premodern Malaysian 
Sultanates.   It does, however, raise questions about the language(s) of transmission and 
the process of vernacularization.    
 In the premodern Malaysian Sultanate context, it is difficult to distinguish between 
the superposition of Persian and Arabic literary models for Alexander.  For instance, one 
eminent scholar of the Arabic Alexander romance insists that the transmission to Malay 
must have been through the Arabic sīra tradition (one that nevertheless considered 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
470 Arjomand 2008b, 8.   
 
471 Arjomand 2008b, 23. 
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Alexander a Persian king, probably because of its readers' familiarity with the Shāh-
nāma).472  Another scholar observes that a large amount of texts in Malay identify 
Persian (bahasa farsi) texts as their source and suggests that Persian may even have 
been a distinguishing feature of Malay literary culture from the Javanese corpus.473  
Further research into the Malay Alexander romance could possibly untangle the 
complex process of literary vernacularization under the superposition of both the Arabic 
and Persian cosmopoleis.474    
 Serendipitously (and in part because of the robust nature of its literary archive), 
the history of the Persian Alexander epic has provided insights into many of the most 
distinctive contours of the Persian cosmopolis, including the beginnings of the process 
of vernacularization of languages under the superposition of Persian literary forms 
(such as literary Turkic).  But understanding the process by which vernacular languages 
were formed in superposition to Persian will no doubt require a broader examination of 
titles in a larger number of vernacular languages, thus necessitating a good deal of 
scholarly collaboration.  Outside of the context of the Alexander narratives, Allison 
Busch has made significant strides in problematizing and analyzing the processes by 
which Persian (as well as Sanskrit) inflected the vernacularization of premodern literary 
languages in north India (such as Brajbhasha and Avadhi literary forms).475  But even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
472 Doufikar-Aerts 2010, xxiv: "This project wishes to investigate the relationship with the Malay 
Alexander Romance which must have been translated from an Arabic version of this type."  
Doufikar-Aerts makes a reasonably indepth analysis of the Malay Alexander romance, but her 
study unforunately relies on a Dutch summary of the Malay (which condenses one thousand 
manuscript folios into thirty five book pages) and does not include a comparison with Persian 
versions.  She does, however, appear to walk back from these initial strong claims for Arabic to 
suggest that Arabic and the Persian traditions are interwoven in Malay, see Doufikar-Aerts 
2010, 274.     
 
473 Ricci 2011, 131. 
 
474 For more on the origins of Malay literature, see Brakel 1979; For more on the Malay 
Alexander romance, see Voisset 1999.   
 
475 Busch 2011, 205-217.  
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the relatively small number of languages into which the Persian Alexander epic was 
vernacularized would probably test the abilities of any polyglot scholar: Avadhi,476 
Bengali,477 Dakani,478 Chaghatai Turkic,479 Malay,480 Ottoman Turkic,481 and Urdu482 
(and no doubt more that have yet to come to light).   
 The Alexander epic had a unique history in Turkic.  In the fourteenth century, the 
poet Aḥmadī (d. 1414 CE) composed an Alexander epic (Iskandar-nāme) in Ottoman 
Turkic based on Persian literary models.483  It became so successful that the sixteenth-
century Shaibanid ruler Uzbek Muhammad Khan (d.1510 CE) is said to have slept with a 
copy under his pillow,484 a gesture that echoes Plutarch's description of Alexander as 
sleeping on a copy of the Iliad.485  
 Nawā'ī's Chaghatai Turkic Sadd-i Iskandarī (Alexander's Rampart) has yet to 
receive much textual analysis.  Without such analysis, it is difficult to assess the 
ramifications of Jāmī's claim that his own Persian poem was imprinted (maṭbūʿ) by 
Nawā'ī's Chaghatai Turkic version.  Therefore, even though it appeared to fall outside 
the scope of a study on the Persian cosmopolis, Nawā'ī's argument for the dignity of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
476 Gaeffke 1989a. 
 
477 Gaeffke 1989b;  For a number of case studies involving the vernacularization of Persian (and 
Arabic, Sanskrit and Avadhi) literary forms in Bengali see d'Hubert 2014, 47-49.   
 
478 Gaeffke 1989a.  
 
479 See Chapter Four. 
 
480 Doufikar-Aerts 2010, 274;  Ricci 2011, 131.   
 
481 Sawyer 1996. 
 
482 Stark 2008, 313: "As the NKP's [Naval Kishore Press] new head Persian translator, Gokul 
Prashad contibuted an Urdu re-working of Nizami's Sikandarnāmah, entitled Kārnāmah-e 
Sikandarī (Chronicle of Alexander the great, 1873)." 
 
483 Sawyer 1996.   
 
484 Hillenbrand 1996, 205. 
 
485 Plutarch, trans. Perrin 1919, 243; Quint 1992, 2.   
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vernacular Turkish literary forms is important for understanding the history of the 
Persian Alexander epic and provided a basis for discussing the problematics of language 
choice between the cosmopolitan Persian and the vernacular Chaghatai Turkic for 
composing poetry in fifteenth-century Central Asia. 
Because of the large scale of the topic, it is possible to misunderstand the scope of 
this study's argument. Above all, it should be noted that this dissertation was never 
intended to be a comprehensive study of the portrayals of Alexander in Persian 
literature.  The analysis of literarization, genre, ethnicity, miniature painting and 
science—conceptualized as the cultural techniques of universality in the Persian 
cosmopolis—have been limited to the historical eras of composition of the epic tradition, 
a tradition that this study was at pains to define through the literary theories of the 
authors themselves.   
There are large portions of the Alexander narratives that this study has only briefly 
touched upon, such as his relationship to Sufism, occult knowledge and magic, which 
are considerable topics in themselves.  The Persian Alexander romances—which had a 
vastly reduced scale of literization (and different qualities of literarization)—were 
discussed mostly as a foil for understanding the different qualities of their literary mode.  
Although the Persian Alexander epics have clarified some of the distinctive cultural 
techniques of the Persian cosmopolis, they do not provide, nor could they have provided 
a comprehensive view of the cosmopolis without taking the reader too far afield from 
the figure of Alexander.   
The premodern spread of Persian outside of Iran was never pre-ordained. In each 
empire, different groups struggled for and against its propagation.  The three early 
modern empires (Mughal, Ottoman, Safavid) mentioned above had vastly different 
patronage (and other) relationships with Persian.  The Mughal Empire in India, 
comprising the largest population with the most religious diversity and the most wealth 
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among the three empires, radically increased its patronage of Persian literary forms 
during the sixteenth century, just as the Ottoman Empire was turning more to Ottoman 
Turkic for its epics.486  Before the Mughals, however, in India "There was hardly a 
notable Persian writer to be found in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, even 
while Hindavi texts such as Malik Muhammad Jayasi's Padmavat represent the best 
expression of Muslim Sufi ideas at this time."487 Since the Padmāvat and other Avadhi 
romances were inflected both by Persian literary forms and Sansksrit aesthetics, we are 
reminded that the Persian cosmopolis was not always and everywhere a severe master in 
its superposition upon vernacular literary forms.488 
Even with the cultural ruptures of European colonialism throughout the Middle 
East and India, the cosmopolitan Persian literary tradition never entirely went away.489 
European colonialism did not sound a sudden death-knell for the Persian cosmopolis—
after all, many of the early orientalists in India were trained in Persian—but it did 
provide a new model for empire that, in the words of Niżāmī, "brought forth a new idol."  
As Arjomand efficiently summarizes, 
The unity of the Persianate world was undermined with the rise of Western 
imperialism in the nineteenth century, and shattered by the creation of nation-
states in the twentieth.  Under the impact of British imperialism, Persian literacy 
gradually became a nostalgic veneer in India.  Although Persian remained a living 
language in Central Asia under Russian and Soviet imperialism, it was increasingly 
cut off from the Iranian nation-state, the core Persianate society in the twentieth 
century. 
 
New forms of empire brought new forms of knowledge that challenged predominant 
historical paradigms—including understandings about the historical Alexander. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
486 For more on the Mughal patronage of Persian, see  Alam 2003, 123-126.  For the declining 
Ottoman patronage of Persian Shāh-nāma manuscripts in the sixteenth century, see Yıldız 
2012.   
 
487 Alam 2003, 123.   
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489 Spooner and Hanaway 2012, 1. 
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In the nineteenth century, the imagination of Alexander as a Persian king began to 
fade in Iran.  And yet, interest in Alexander as a Persian hero also never entirely 
disappeared. Chapbooks containing the Alexander romance are still sold today as 
popular paperback editions in Iran. 490  In the late nineteenth century an Iranian 
historian wrote a four-volume history of ancient Iran called Āīna-yi Iskandarī (The 
Mirror of Alexander) (1894-1909) in which he attempted to reconcile the Shāh-nāma 
with the Greek sources about the Ancient Persian Empire. As one scholar has put it, "he 
was trying to recover the history of the vanquished Achaemenid Dārā (Darius) in the 
textual mirror of the Greek vanquisher."491  After a thousand years of being "blessed" 
(khujasta) in New Persian Alexander had once again become the "accursed" (kujastak) 
in Old Persian.   
As the world changes, cosmopolitanism is re-defined.  To be a citizen of the world 
involves adjusting to a changing world and seeking that which is shared, common, and 
universally relevant.  In that sense, histories of the Persian cosmopolis or 
cosmopolitanism do well to acknowledge that there always remains more work to be 
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